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Nowhere without It 


The Homosexual Ingredient in the 
Making of Straight White Men 


BOUT fifteen years ago, in the late 1990s, I was a young 

dyke who would occasionally date boring straight 

men, especially after a difficult queer breakup. I am not proud 
of this time in my life, but it is where this story begins. On one 
such date, one of these men sheepishly agreed to tell me some 
of the details of his experience in a fraternity at a Southern Cali- 
fornia university he had attended a few years prior. Looking for 
something—anything—to shift our conversation to my newfound 
queer feminist rage, I probed him for the most damning informa- 
tion about fraternity life at his notorious party school. I waited 
to hear contemptible stories of violations committed against 
drunken young women. | imagined that what he would tell me 
would offend my feminist sensibilities, that I would get angry, and 
that this would push me to stop seeing him and get back into the 
more personally meaningful and high-stakes terrain of queer life. 
I do not doubt that he had tales of women and Rohypnol to tell, 
but when asked for the most confidential details about fraternity 
life, his response surprised me. He offered instead a story about a 
fairly elaborate hazing ritual called the “elephant walk,’ in which 
young men inserted their fingers into each other’s anuses. Par- 
ticipants in the elephant walk were required to strip naked and 
stand in a circular formation, with one thumb in their mouth and 
the other in the anus of the young, typically white, man in front 


Hy 
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Figure 1.1. 1970s 
elephant walk, 
Indiana University 
(Roger Dorn, totalfrat- 
move.com, http:// 
totalfratmove.com/ 
in-defense-of-the- 
elephant-walk/?page= 
o#comments). 


of them. Like circus elephants connected by tail and trunk, and 
ogled by human spectators, they walked slowly in a circle, linked 
thumb to anus, while older members of the fraternity watched 
and cheered. 

At first I was a bit shocked, but then his story prompted me 
to recall another experience, one of watching a video in a senior 
seminar on Sexual Politics that I took while I, too, was an under- 
graduate in college. There were nine students in our course, and 
our final project was to produce a multimedia presentation that 
would creatively explore the complexities of “postmodern sexual- 
ity. My presentation—basically a fanatical ode to Madonna—did 
not receive a warm reception from the graduate student teach- 
ing the seminar, but all of us were impressed by an ethnographic 
film submitted by the only male student in the course. The video, 
a compilation of chaotic footage he had shot exclusively inside 
the bedrooms and bathroom of his fraternity house, showed nude 
white boys laughing and holding down other white boys whom 
they mounted and “pretended” to fuck on top of a bunk bed. I 
recall the small frat-house bedroom packed wall to wall with 
shirtless young white men wearing baseball caps, screaming hys- 
terically, playfully pushing and punching their way through the 
crowd of bodies to obtain a better view of the “unfortunate” boys 
underneath the pile of their naked fraternity brothers. The boys 
on top were laughing and calling those underneath fags; the boys 
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on the bottom were laughing, too, and calling the aggressors fags 
as they struggled to switch the scenario and get on top. None of 
these boys seemed like fags to me. The student who shot and ed- 
ited the video, himself a member of this fraternity, had remarkably 
little to say about the meaning of these images. “We're just fucking 
around. It’s a frat thing. .. . It’s hard to explain,’ he told us. 

As a young feminist, I was repelled by the heteromasculine cul- 
ture of abjection and aggression in which these encounters were 
embedded, and I believed that this way of relating to sexuality 
was not unrelated to homophobia and misogyny. Both of these 
men—the date who reported to me about the elephant walk and 
my classmate who had filmed his fraternity brothers engaged in 
“pretend” sex—seemed to take for granted that these were scenes 
of power and humiliation, not sex. These encounters can be read 
as humiliating or disgusting precisely because they involve nor- 
mal, heterosexual young men behaving like fags, or being sub- 
jected, ostensibly against their will, to homosexual contact. And 
yet, despite the homophobia of the participants, I was also cap- 
tivated and excited by the existence of this kind of contact be- 
tween straight men. The budding queer critic (and pervert) in 
me was impressed by the imagination required to manufacture 
these scenarios, the complex rules that structured them, and the 


Figure 1.2. "Members 
of a fraternity 
displaying their new 
heart brands” (Wiki- 
media Commons, 
released into public 
domain October 2, 
2006, http://en. 
wikipedia.org/wiki/ 
File:Hearts.jpg). 
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performative and ritualistic way that straight men touched one 
another's bodies or ordered others to do so. 

I also sensed that the men involved believed they were doing 
something productive—something fundamentally heterosexual, 
masculine, and white—as they fingered each other's anuses. Con- 
sider, for instance, this quotation from a currently popular web- 
site by and for young men in fraternities (also known as “bros’), 
which explains the purpose of the elephant walk as follows: 


The rule of thumb is the heavier the hazing, the stronger the bros 
[brothers]. By doing things like forcing your pledges/rooks to eat 
human shit or do an elephant walk you are basically saying, “Hey, 
by learning what your fellow bros’ shit tastes like you will be better 
bros,’ and I have to say—I really respect that.... War builds amaz- 
ing bonds. Hazing is basically war, only instead of freedom the end 
goal is getting hammered constantly with bros who are cool as shit 
and banging hot slam pieces [women]. It’s still up in the air which 
goal is more important, but one thing is for sure, bros would be 
nowhere without hazing.' 


Is it possible that straight white men would really be nowhere 
without the opportunity for intimate contact with one another's 
anuses? Before I answer that question, I will say that what is clear 
is that when young white men grope one another, they believe they 
are getting work done. They are, as the straight dude quoted above 
suggests, engaged in something urgent and powerful—a form of 
bonding comparable to what soldiers experience during times of 
war, and a kind of relief and triumph comparable to freedom. 

To the extent that sexual contact between straight white 
men is ever acknowledged, the cultural narratives that circulate 
around these practices typically suggest that they are not gay in 
their identitarian consequences, but are instead about building 
heterosexual men, strengthening hetero-masculine bonds, and 
strengthening the bonds of white manhood in particular. This 
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book does not argue against this premise. In fact, in the chapters 
that follow, Iam going to amplify this premise by suggesting that 
homosexuality is an often invisible, but nonetheless vital ingredi- 
ent—a constitutive element—of heterosexual masculinity. Taking 
sexual contact between straight white men as my point of depar- 
ture, my aim is to offer a new way to think about heterosexual 
subjectivity—not as the opposite or absence of homosexuality, 
but as its own unique mode of engaging homosexual sex, a mode 
characterized by pretense, disidentification, and heteronormative 
investments. In particular, Iam going to argue that when straight 
white men approach homosexual sex in the “right” way—when 
they make a show of enduring it, imposing it, and repudiating it— 
doing so functions to bolster not only their heterosexuality, but 
also their masculinity and whiteness. 

Why focus on white men? All heterosexual practices—indeed, 
all sexual practices—are embedded within gendered and racial- 
ized circuits of meaning. For instance, as Chrys Ingraham dem- 
onstrates in the book White Weddings, the whiteness of weddings 
is not simply a matter of white bridal gowns, but a description of 
the white women who appear disproportionately in bridal maga- 
zines, the whiteness of Mattel’s bridal-themed Barbies, and the 
racial hierarchy of the wedding industry itself. Idealized white 
femininity is central to the construction of weddings as special 
and perfect, and the wedding industry in turn reinforces the nor- 
malcy and legitimacy of whiteness. Similarly, this book attends 
to what whiteness does for white heterosexual men as they come 
into homosexual contact, and what homosexual contact does for 
white hetero-masculinity. While much attention has been paid to 
the ways that race and culture crosscut the sex practices of men 
of color, including and especially straight men of color who have 
sex with men “on the down low, the links between whiteness and 
male sexual fluidity are mostly unacknowledged. Most accounts 
of the down low suggest that straight-identified men of color who 
have sex with men are doing so because they are actually gay, but 
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cannot come out due to elevated levels of homophobia in their 
ethnoracial communities. Ill return to this story later, but for now 
I raise it to point out that, in contrast, the links between white- 
ness and white male sexual fluidity have been largely ignored, as 
if white men’s sex practices have nothing to do with their racial 
and cultural location. By focusing on straight white men, I want 
to think about the ways that whiteness and masculinity—as a par- 
ticular nexus of power—enable certain kinds of sexual contact, 
sexual mobility, and sexual border crossing that are not possible, 
or at least don’t carry the same cultural meanings, when enacted 
by men of color. 

I begin this book with the example of the elephant walk not be- 
cause it is my most convincing piece of “data”; regrettably, I have 
never witnessed it (though it has been well documented by other 
scholars’). Instead, I begin here because it marks the beginning 
of my own journey into this terrain, one that started not with the 
media frenzy over “straight girls kissing” in the late 2000s, but a 
decade earlier, with images of straight white boys kissing in front 
of other cheering straight white boys. Hearing the story of the el- 
ephant walk first introduced me to an evolving cultural narrative 
about the circumstances in which straight dudes might, for vari- 
ous reasons, engage in homosexual sex. This story set in motion 
my curiosity about why so little attention is given to the sexual 
fluidity of straight white men, why this subject elicits so much 
denial, and what all of this reveals about the heterosexual/homo- 
sexual binary. 

Research psychologists have long been concerned with the 
reasons that straight men engage in homosexual sex. The sheer 
number of terms invented by U.S. psychologists in the 1950s to de- 


39 66 


scribe such practices—‘“deprivational homosexuality,’ “facultative 


29 66 


homosexuality, “functional homosexuality,’ “situational homo- 


sexuality, “opportunistic homosexuality, and so forth*—provides 
a window into the amount of effort researchers have expended to 


distinguish “false” homosexualities from their authentic, or truly 
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gay, counterparts. A considerable body of twentieth-century psy- 
chological research on sex between straight men suggests that 
this sex most often results from desperate circumstances, such 
as in situations of heterosexual deprivation that occur in prisons 
and the military. According to this logic, a man with a heterosex- 
ual constitution may engage in homosexual sex acts (and presum- 
ably, vice versa), but if his homosexual encounters are situational 
(i.e., occurring only in prison, or while at sea, in military barracks, 
and so forth), these encounters are a blip on the otherwise static 
sexual radar screen. They signal nothing particularly meaningful 
about his sexuality. 

Still today, the dominant mode of thinking within the dis- 
ciplines of psychology and sexology—and arguably within the 
broader culture—is that the sexual content of male heterosexual- 
ity is fundamentally different from that of male homosexuality. 
When heterosexual men do engage in homosexual sex, and if they 
are not immediately presumed to be in the closet, these practices 
are treated as momentary aberrations, and a good deal of work 
goes into explaining why they occurred and why they are misrep- 
resentative of, or discordant with, the true sexual orientation of 
participants. 

In contrast, this book is based on the premise that homosexual 
contact is a ubiquitous feature of the culture of straight white 
men. Many other studies have demonstrated that straight men en- 
gage in acts of kissing, touching, jerking, licking, and penetrating 
men, typically in specific institutional environments and under 
particular circumstances. But little attention has been paid to the 
aggregate finding of these studies: namely, that white straight- 
identified men manufacture opportunities for sexual contact 
with other men in a remarkably wide range of settings, and that 
these activities appear to thrive in hyper-heterosexual environ- 
ments, such as universities, where access to sex with women is 
anything but constrained. Additionally, studies of straight white 
men's homosexual activity all too often take these men’s own un- 
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derstandings of their homosexual behavior at face value, viewing 
it as exceptional, circumstantial, or not sexual at all. While I agree 
that straight men’s disidentification with homosexuality is at the 
heart of the matter, we need not accept that their homosexual en- 
counters are purely about humiliation, institutional constraints, 
or whatever other presumably nonsexual force participants in- 
voke to explain their behavior. To take these exceptionalizing ac- 
counts at face value misses an important opportunity to map the 
multiple and simultaneous meanings of straight white men’s ho- 
mosexual encounters. 

The project at hand is an effort to catalogue a broad and di- 
verse range of accounts of straight white men’s sex with men. I 
examine how the homosexual encounters of straight white men 
are imagined, theorized, represented, and resolved by a broad 
array of actors—from psychologists to young men in fraternities, 
from sociologists to military officials, from filmmakers and other 
cultural producers to people who post personal ads online. Draw- 
ing on an eclectic archive of cultural materials and the tools of 
cultural sociology, this book investigates the stories people tell 
about why and how straight men might behave homosexually. Its 
chapters trace not only documented accounts of straight white 
mens actual homosexual behavior, but also how the homosexual 
encounters of heterosexual men appear in the realms of fantasy 
and cultural production. This approach requires a broad theoreti- 
cal and methodological repertoire, a synthesis of queer studies, 
cultural studies, sociology, and feminist theory. Together, these 
approaches illuminate the multiple registers at which an osten- 
sibly “incongruent” sex practice—straight men having sex with 
men—is simultaneously claimed and denied, and with what cul- 
tural and political effects. 
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Fluid Subjects: The Generation, Gender, 
and Race of Sexual Fluidity 


“Shit Happens": The Heteroflexible Youth Generation 


Regardless of how often the elephant walk or similar encoun- 
ters actually occur in fraternities or elsewhere,‘ they are part of 
an increasingly familiar narrative about the sexual fluidity of a 
new generation of young heterosexuals. Consider, for instance, 
the most popular definition of “heteroflexible” that appears on 
the now iconic, youth-driven website urbandictionary.com: “I’m 
straight, but shit happens.’ This definition has received over 11,000 
votes of approval by users of urbandictionary. While fraternity 
members who engage in the elephant walk, for instance, probably 
do not identify as “heteroflexible’—this identity, as distinct from 
the practice, is reportedly more popular with young women— 
the term certainly captures the driving logic behind the elephant 
walk. The very concept of heteroflexibility, as defined on urban- 
dictionary and elsewhere, communicates three popular notions 
about human sexuality, notions that form the theoretical basis 
now used to explain a broad range of homosexual encounters 
experienced by heterosexuals, including those of recent interest 
to the corporate media, such as “the phenomenon of straight girls 
kissing”: 


1. Sexual behaviors are often random, accidental, and meaning- 
less (“shit” can and does “happen’). 

2. But, regardless of a person's sexual behavior, it is possible to 
be certain about one’s fundamental sexual constitution (“I'm 
straight”), which is increasingly believed to be hardwired or 
biologically determined, a fact I will soon address. 

3. And, individuals are not to be blamed for sexual behaviors 
that are in conflict with their sexual constitution, especially 
when various circumstances demand, or at least encour- 
age, flexibility. (Consider, for instance, the sentence offered 
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on urbandictionary.com to illustrate how one would use the 
term “heteroflexible” in speech: “Dude, it’s not my fault. I was 
drunk and it was fun. What can I say? I’m heteroflexible.”) 


A fourth “fact” about heteroflexibility, according to some so- 
ciologists,° is that it is a new phenomenon. That heterosexuals 
engage in homosexual sex is nothing new, they argue. But what 
is ostensibly new is the openness with which young people, es- 
pecially girls who kiss girls, are approaching their sexual fluidity; 
in fact, they are so open about it that they have given it a name, 
an identity—heteroflexible—something heretofore unheard of. In 
fact, the existence of heterosexuals who cross the border into ho- 
mosexual terrain is consistently viewed as a signal of the arrival of 
a new and surprising sexual order, one ushered in by young peo- 
ple with their new-fangled ideas about sex. For instance, sociolo- 
gist Laurie Essig, blogging for Salon.com, describes her irritated 
reaction after first being introduced to the term “heteroflexible,’ a 
reaction she explains primarily through the lens of a generational 
divide between her students and herself: 


There is nothing like teaching college students to make a person 
feel hopelessly out-of-date. ... What I'm talking about here is “het- 
eroflexibility.’ Ifyou don't know what that is, it’s time to admit that 
youre as out of it as I am. Heteroflexibility is the newest permuta- 
tion of sexual identity. . . . [It] means that the person has or intends 
to have a primarily heterosexual lifestyle, with a primary sexual 
and emotional attachment to someone of the opposite sex. But 
that person remains open to sexual encounters and even relation- 
ships with persons of the same sex. It is a rejection of bisexual- 
ity since the inevitable question that comes up in bisexuality is 
one of preference, and the preference of the heteroflexible is quite 
clear. Heteroflexible, I am told, is a lighthearted attempt to stick 
with heterosexual identification while still “getting in on the fun 
of homosexual pleasures.’ ... My reaction was predictable. ... How 
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could these kids go and invent yet another identity when “we” 
solved that problem for them in the 1980s and ‘90s? The word 
they were looking for was “queer” or even “bisexual,” damnit. I was 
angry that they would throw out the politics and the struggles of 
naming that had come before them. ... And then my middle-aged 
rage mellowed enough to see the true genius behind this new 
term. Heteroflexibility—not homosexuality or bisexuality—would 
bring about an end to the hegemony of heterosexuality. ... The op- 
posite of heteroflexible is heterorigid. Imagine saying to anyone 
that youre heterorigid. Sounds awful, right?° 


Essig’s characterization of heteroflexibility as “the newest per- 
mutation of sexual identity” mirrors most commentary on the 
topic. TIME reporter Jeffrey Kluger describes girl—girl heteroflex- 
ibility as a youth-driven trend, one facilitated by alcohol, girls’ 
need for attention, and occasionally “genuine experimentation.” 
Kluger draws heavily on the work of feminist scholars Leila Rupp 
and Verta Taylor, who offer a more nuanced analysis, yet one still 
largely focused on youth and the characterization of heteroflex- 
ibility as a new behavior. In their view, college-aged women “are 
engaging in new kinds of sexual behaviors,’ namely “using the 
heterosexual hookup culture [of college] to experiment with or 
engage in same-sex sexual interactions.’ They explain that “what 
young women call ‘heteroflexibility’ allows for behavior outside 
one’s claimed sexual identity, although the lines between les- 
bian and non-lesbian women, whether heterosexual or bisexual, 
remain firmly in place." 

Conceptualizing sexual fluidity as trendy and isolated to young 
adults assists in the construction of “mature” sexuality as stable, 
exclusive, and less vulnerable to social influence. In the next chap- 
ter, I will dispute these arguments that heterosexual fluidity is new 
and experimental by drawing on queer historiography to demon- 
strate that almost all contemporary indicators of heterofluidity can 
be traced back as far as the invention of the heterosexual/homo- 
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sexual binary itself—from transactional encounters between nor- 
mal men and fairies to the rebellious homosexual stunts of straight 
boys gone wild; from “not gay” homosexual sex in the immigrant 
saloons of early twentieth century New York City to the “not gay” 
homosexual sex common in public bathrooms in the late twen- 
tieth century and beyond; from clever monikers for heterosexual 
men engaged in homosexual sex to elaborate theories designed to 
account for these mens “discordant” homosexual behavior. 


The Gender of Sexual Fluidity 


Commentary on heteroflexibility suggests that sexual fluidity is 
not only a youth trend, but a female one as well. Feminist soci- 
ologists point out that girls and women are given more room to 
explore gender and sexuality than boys, and are also influenced by 
a culture that both celebrates the sexual fluidity of female celebri- 
ties (Madonna, Britney Spears, Lady Gaga) and depicts lesbianism 
as an effective means of seducing men. Conversely, boys and men 
suffer greater gender regulation, have fewer models of male sexual 
fluidity, and are presumably unrewarded by women for any sexual 
fluidity they may express. As Rupp and Taylor explain, “men do 
not, at least in contemporary American culture, experience the 
same kind of fluidity. Although they may identify as straight and 
have sex with other men, they certainly don't make out at parties 
for the pleasure of women.” 

Examinations of heteroflexibility also inevitably turn to the re- 
search findings of psychologists and human development scholars 
who believe that men’s sexual desire is less flexible than women’s 
for a variety of evolutionary reasons. Lisa Diamond, author of Sex- 
ual Fluidity: Understanding Women’s Love and Desire, argues that 
women’s sexual desires are more variable than men’s, and that 
sexual variability, in general, is both hormonal and situational. In 
Diamond's view, female arousal is more easily triggered by situ- 
ational factors and more linked to romantic love than mens. This, 
she argues, is an outcome of the fact that womens hormonal cycles 
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produce a relatively limited window of “proceptive” desire—the 
kind of intense, visceral, reproduction-oriented,” and lust-driven 
desire that emerges without any particular stimuli—as compared 
to men’s presumably near-constant experience of this state. In con- 
trast with men, women spend more time experiencing “receptive 
arousal,’ or sexual responsiveness to nonhormonal, social cues 
(e.g., watching a romantic movie, developing a strong emotional 
bond with someone, and so on). In this view, women have a biolog- 
ical leg up, so to speak, when it comes to sexual fluidity. If one ac- 
cepts the premise of this research—women have more fluid sexual 
desires than men for reasons that are governed by hormonal cycles 
and generally beyond our control—it stands to reason that to find 
“heteroflexibility, we should look to (young) women. 

Setting aside the feminist objections one might have to this 
characterization of womens sexuality, one thing is clear: the now 
common perception that women are more sexually receptive 
and flexible, and that men by contrast are more sexually rigid, 
has rendered men’s sexual fluidity largely invisible. Straight men 
do make out at parties for the pleasure of women and engage in 
virtually the same teasing/kissing/sex-for-show behaviors that 
straight young women do, though research demonstrating this 
has received relatively little attention. Sociologist Eric Anderson's 
research on young men and sports is a goldmine of information 
about straight male college athletes kissing, taking “body shots” 
off of one another, and “jacking each other off” during three- 
some’ with girls and male teammates." In ways that are virtually 
indistinguishable from scenarios in which straight girls kiss or 
have sex for the pleasure of male spectators,” the straight college 
football players interviewed by Anderson describe a host of situa- 
tions in which they have sexual contact with one another in order 
to please a female sex partner. One reported: 


“I'm not attracted to them [men]. It’s just that there has to be 
something worth it. Like, this one girl said shed fuck us if we both 
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made out. So the ends justified the means. We call it a good cause. 


There has to be a good cause.’ * 


Another explained: 


“There has got to be a reward. If I have to kiss another guy in order 
to fuck a chick, then yeah it’s worth it. ... Well, for the most part it 
would be about getting it on with her, but like we might do some 
stuff together too. It depends on what she wants." 


In a different study Anderson conducted,” this one in the United 
Kingdom, he found that of the 145 male students he interviewed, 
89 percent had kissed another male on the lips, and 37 percent 
had engaged in extended kissing with another man. In both cases, 
participants conceptualized kissing men as “a means of express- 
ing platonic affection among heterosexual friends.’ Here, men 
explain their same-sex contact in terms nearly identical to the 
familiar and century-old narrative about “romantic friendships” 
among women. Taking Anderson's research alongside research on 
“straight girls kissing, we discover that heterosexuals, both men 
and women, conceptualize kissing and other forms of sexual con- 
tact in a variety of ways, including as an extension of heterosexual 
friendship or as a means of heterosexual seduction. 

Some accounts of straight men’s sex with men suggest that 
terms like “heteroflexible” might already be outdated, especially 
to the extent that being heteroflexible has been misinterpreted 
as a euphemism for bisexuality. In a 2010 article for the Good Men 
Project, developmental psychologist Ritch Savin-Williams de- 
scribes his interviews with “securely” heterosexual young men 
who report that they occasionally experience attraction to other 
men. Savin-Williams explains that many of these men, such as a 
research participant named Dillon, are uncertain about how to 
characterize their “potential” for attraction to men: 
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Though [Dillon] wants to “fuck lots of girls” before graduation, he’s 
not entirely heterosexual. “I’m not sure there’s a name for what I 
am,’ he says. ... By his own admission, Dillon says he resides in 
the “Sexual Netherlands” (his words), a place that exists between 
heterosexuality and bisexuality. In previous generations, such in- 
dividuals might have been described as “straight but not narrow,” 
“bending a little, and “heteroflexible.’ Dillon is part of a growing 
trend of young men who are secure in their heterosexuality and yet 
remain aware of their potential to experience far more—sexual at- 
tractions, sexual interactions, crushes, and, occasionally romantic 


relationships with other guys."° 


Savin-Williams reports that 3 to 4 percent of male teenagers in 
the United States and Canada describe themselves as “mostly 
heterosexual” or “predominantly heterosexual,’ even when given 
the choice to select the terms “heterosexual” or “bisexual.” These 
percentages increase among college-aged men, which, as Savin- 
Williams points out, suggests there are more young men who feel 
they are “mostly straight” than who say they are bisexual or gay. 
Other studies have yielded similar findings,” demonstrating that 
a good number of straight-identified men feel at least somewhat 
open to the possibility of a sexual interaction with another man 
and do not view this possibility as a challenge to their hetero- 
sexuality. While such reports are often imagined to be surprising, 
the same accounts of young straight women’s occasional desire 
for sex with women rarely produce the same puzzlement. As 
noted in the chapters to follow, constructions of female sexual- 
ity allow for “girl-on-girl” encounters to be fleeting, consistent 
with heterosexual identity, and even taken up for heterosexual 
ends. Research by Anderson, Savin-Williams, and others points 
to the need for a similar view of male heterosexuality, one that 
can more fully capture the ways that homosexual contact takes 
straight male forms. 
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Though homosexual contact is a feature of straight men’s pri- 
vate lives and friendships, it also takes ritualized forms in the 
institutional environments in which straight men come into 
contact with one another's bodies. Avowedly heterosexual insti- 
tutions, like the United States military, are sites in which sexual 
encounters between heterosexual men are integrated into the cul- 
ture and practice of the institution. In his book Sailors and Sexual 
Identity, based on interviews with U.S. sailors and marines, Steven 
Zeeland explains that the boundaries between homosexual and 
heterosexual, sexual and nonsexual, are kept intentionally blurry 
in the military. Zeeland describes a range of intimate and sexual 
behaviors that are part of standard military practice and “known 
to the Joint Chiefs of Staff to be a natural part of military life. 
These are conveniently ambiguous in their meaning: 


Navy initiation rituals involving cross-dressing, spanking, simu- 
lated oral and anal sex, simulated ejaculation, nipple piercing, 
and anal penetration with objects and fingers might be [perceived 
as] homosexual. An officer’s love for his men might be homo- 
sexual. The intimate buddy relationships that form in barracks, 
aboard ship, and most especially in combat—often described as 
being a love greater than between a man and a woman—might 
be homosexual—whether or not penetration and ejaculation ever 
occur. The U.S. military does not want these things called homo- 
sexual. To maintain the illusion that these aspects of military life 
are heterosexually pure it is necessary to maintain the illusion that 
there is no homosexuality in the military.'* 


Zeeland points not only to the ubiquity and normalization of 
homosexual contact in the U.S. military, but also to the military's 
investment in conceptualizing homosexual contact as “hetero- 
sexually pure’ in its meaning and motivation. 

In this book, I take the position that indeed we should view 
straight men’s homosexual contact as primarily heterosexual in 
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meaning. The problem, however, is that this perspective has been 
used as a way to elide the complexity of straight-identified men’s 
sexuality. All too often a “boys will be boys” analysis of straight 
men's homosexual activity functions more to obscure rather than 
to illuminate the implications of these behaviors for our think- 
ing about heterosexuality, and the sexual binary more broadly. We 
can and should be giving far greater attention to the ways that 
the construction of heterosexuality so thoroughly allows for, and 
in fact, requires, a remarkable amount of homosexual contact. As 
I explore in chapter 5, the U.S. military does not simply “look the 
other way’ when it comes to the homosexual behavior of mili- 
tary men; instead, it imagines that intimate homosexual bonding, 
physical closeness, and tests of heterosexual resilience (which, 
ironically, take homosexual forms) are necessary to build strong 
men, to win wars, and to preserve national security. 

Findings such as Anderson's, Savin-William’s, and Zeeland’s 
are hard to accept as they run so deeply counter to conventional 
wisdom about the rigidity of men’s sexuality. Surely these are just 
exceptional cases, or only the behavior of men who are actually 
gay or bisexual, or who find themselves in the most extreme of 
circumstances? To break through this tendency to exceptional- 
ize male sexuality, we need only look to research on female sexual 
fluidity as our guide. For instance, Lisa Diamond opens her afore- 
mentioned book Sexual Fluidity with the examples of actresses 
Anne Heche, Julie Cypher, and Cynthia Nixon, all of whom left 
their heterosexual lives and began lesbian relationships and, in 
Heche and Cypher’s case, later returned to heterosexual relation- 
ships. Diamond argues that these women are not “confused”; in- 
stead, their cases illuminate the fact that fluidity is a core feature 
of female sexual orientation: 


The reason such cases are so perplexing is that they flatly con- 
tradict prevailing assumptions about sexual orientation. These 
assumptions hold that an individual's sexual predisposition for 
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the same sex or other sex is an early-developing and stable trait 
that has a consistent effect on that person's attractions, fantasies, 
and romantic feelings over the lifespan. ... Although this model of 
sexual orientation describes men fairly accurately, it does not ap- 
ply so well to women. Historically, women who deviated from this 
model ... were presumed few in number and exceptional in na- 
ture. In other words, they were just inconvenient noise cluttering 
up the real data on sexual orientation. Yet as research on female 
sexuality has increased over the years, these “exceptional” cases 
now appear to be more common than previously thought.” 


Though Diamonds analysis reproduces the very error it describes 
by so easily discounting male sexual fluidity,” it offers a useful 
blueprint for thinking about the ways that men’s fluidity, like 
women's, has been presumed rare, exceptional, or “just inconve- 
nient noise.’ 

There is no doubt that straight men’s sexuality is structured 
differently from straight womens, but not with regard to their ca- 
pacity for homosexual sex, desire, and even relationships. While 
attractive white heterosexual women like Nixon, Cypher, and 
Heche are forgiven, if not celebrated, for their forays into same- 
sex coupling, men are offered a different, far more limited set of 
possibilities. Perhaps Nixon's, Cypher’s, and Heche’s male coun- 
terparts are men like evangelical megachurch leader Ted Hag- 
gard, former Senator Larry Craig, and former Representative Bob 
Allen. Ted Haggard, a white male in his early sixties, had a three- 
year sexual relationship with a male massage therapist; he also 
identifies as heterosexual and has long been married to a woman. 
Haggard now reports that his homosexual desires have com- 
pletely disappeared as a result of effective Christian counseling. 
Larry Craig and Bob Allen are also both heterosexual-identified, 
white married men. Both were also arrested in 2007 for homo- 
sexual prostitution in public restrooms. Both remain married to 
their wives. 
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What are the differences between the women whom Diamond 
offers up as examples of female sexual fluidity and men like Hag- 
gard, Craig, and Allen? For one, these women pursued long-term, 
romantic, loving, presumably monogamous, public relationships 
with other women, while the men’s sexual relationships with 
men involved sex for money and were kept hidden from wives 
and the public. Nixon, Cypher, and Heche are all proponents of 
gay rights and have expressed no shame about or disidentifica- 
tion from their same-sex relationships. Haggard, Craig, and Allen 
are committed to their heterosexual marriages, are vocal oppo- 
nents of gay rights, and wish for the public to view their homo- 
sexual behaviors as temporary and unfortunate symptoms of 
stress, addiction, trauma, and/or loss of faith. Surely, in light of 
these differences, we would be more inclined to view women like 
Nixon, Cypher, and Heche as the real bi- or homosexuals, while 
men like Haggard, Craig, and Allen are simply acting from a place 
of situational need or occasional curiosity. But this is the oppo- 
site of the way that commentators have interpreted such cases. 
Cypher and Heche have received a warm reception upon their 
return to heterosexual partnerships, their relationships with 
women imagined as an unusual but ultimately harmless detour 
in their otherwise heterosexual lives (Heche has since been cast 
in heterosexual roles, for instance). On the other hand, gays and 
straights alike have proclaimed Haggard, Craig, and Allen to be 
closeted gay men, religious or political hypocrites, and cowards 
who have duped their pitiable wives and children. Commentators 
seem unconcerned with how these men actually want to live their 
lives—in heterosexual marriages, in heterosexual communities, 
and invested in heteronormativity. Haggard, in particular, was 
thoroughly ridiculed by the American public for sexual hypocrisy, 
even as his explanation for his behavior was thoroughly consis- 
tent with the Christian logic that he, like all of us, is vulnerable to 
occasional sins of the flesh (a logic that allowed his followers back 
in Colorado Springs to forgive him). 
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This is all to say that when straight-identified women have sex 
with women, the broader culture waits in anticipation for them 
to return to what is likely their natural, heterosexual state; when 
straight-identified men have sex with men, the culture waits in 
anticipation for them to admit that they are gay. Though it may 
at first appear that women are offered a more nuanced, complex 
sexuality, it is perhaps more accurate to suggest that women are 
granted a longer suspension of judgment before their same-sex 
encounters and even their same-sex relationships are presumed 
to signal true lesbian subjectivity (and not a hetero-erotic “bi- 
curiosity”). Men, conversely, must manage their sexual fluidity 
within the context of a culture that they know will immediately 
equate male homosexual behavior with gay subjectivity. It should 
come as little surprise to us, then, that for the most part, straight 
men’s homosexual behaviors are marked by shame, secrecy, ho- 
mophobia, and disavowal of queerness. In other words, the fact 
that the homosexual behaviors of heterosexual men and women 
take very different cultural forms is important and needs investi- 
gation, but it is hardly evidence that male sexuality is less fluid or 
receptive to cultural stimuli than women’s.” 

The evidence of men’s sexual flexibility (and all people's sexual 
flexibility) surrounds us, so this raises the question: Why this in- 
vestment in telling a different story about women’s sexuality than 
we do about men’s? The main purpose of this book is not to dis- 
pute the notion that women are more sexually fluid than men, so 
I wont belabor this point. However, the persistent refusal to rec- 
ognize male sexual fluidity is important here to the extent that it 
is the primary reason I have chosen to focus my analysis on men. 
Over the past few years, students and some colleagues have re- 
acted to early iterations of this book with outright denial. Many 
state that they simply cannot believe that straight men behave in 
such ways. Others can only assume that, whether I am aware of it 
or not, what I am truly studying is the experience of being in the 
closet. Heterosexual women, I have come to find out, are among 
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the most fervent deniers of male sexual fluidity. Many are only able 
to conclude that men who have had homosexual sex, even if only 
once, must be gay and closeted. And yet, they do not come to this 
same conclusion about straight women, for whom they imagine 
that circumstances mean everything, and “playing around” with 
other women ultimately means little. It is not a stretch to imagine 
that this view of women is the enduring legacy of the Victorian 
belief that what women do together sexually is simply not real sex, 
but a precursor to, or substitute for, heterosexual intercourse.” In 
light of these notions about the inherent fluidity and rigidity of fe- 
male and male sexuality respectively, my goal in focusing on men is 
not to highlight male sexuality per se, but to add men and mascu- 
linity to our understanding of the permeability of heterosexuality. 


The Race of Sexual Fluidity 


This book is also limited to an analysis of white men. While some 
might wonder why straight white men would deserve any more 
attention than they already receive, my hope is to make a compel- 
ling case that investigating white male heterosexuality deepens 
our understanding of the racial construction of sexuality, par- 
ticularly the ways that whiteness continues to function—even in 
an allegedly “post-racial” era—as a stand-in for normal sexuality. 
Straight white men, as I will show, can draw on the resources of 
white privilege—an “invisible package of unearned assets’**—to 
circumvent homophobic stigma and assign heterosexual meaning 
to homosexual activity. Among the many privileges of whiteness, 
the power to both normalize and exceptionalize one’s behav- 
ior, including one's “discordant” sex practices, is central.” But 
as white supremacy and privilege “smooth over” any imagined 
inconsistencies in the sexual behavior of whites, especially white 
men, the sexual fluidity of men of color quickly falls subject to 
heightened surveillance and misrepresentation. Illustrating this, 
the last two decades have been marked by a media-fueled panic 
about the sexual fluidity of men of color, particularly black men. 
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Indeed, to the extent that the media has acknowledged that 
straight-identified men have sex with men, it has focused dispro- 
portionately on men of color “on the down low’ Like heteroflexible 
college women who have been the subject of media fascination— 
and who, significantly, are almost always white in these accounts— 
black and Latino men on the down low (DL) are reported to “live 
heterosexual lives”: we are often told that they have wives or girl- 
friends; that they are invested in heterosexual culture and ap- 
pearances; and that they don't identify as gay or bisexual. Though 
there are some parallels between this construction and the story 
of (white) girls “hooking up” with girls, men of color on the DL 
are not granted the sexual fluidity and complexity attributed to 
young white women. Instead, as C. Riley Snorton illuminates in 
the incisive book Nobody Is Supposed to Know, “the ‘down low’ has 
been one in myriad discursive practices that link black sexuality to 
duplicity,’ thereby airing white “anxieties about the possibilities of 
refusing to comply with sexual identifications, of resisting being 
gay. * In media coverage of the down low, black men have been 
repeatedly depicted as closeted and as fundamentally dishonest 
about their real lives and desires. Black men on the down low and 
Latino “men-who-have-sex-with-men” (an epidemiological cat- 
egory, typically abbreviated as MSMs) have been central figures 
in both scholarly and popular discussions regarding internalized 
homophobia, sexual repression, extreme religiosity, HIV/AIDS, the 
betrayal of unsuspecting wives and girlfriends, and the failure to 
come out of the closet.” To make sense of their sexual practices, 
analyses of men of color who have sex with men have drawn heav- 
ily on theories of the closet and its racialized underpinnings.” 
Black men on the DL, in particular, have been described as “a new 
subculture of gay men” for whom “masculinity . .. is so intertwined 
with hyper-heterosexuality [that it] renders an openly gay identity 
impossible.* Similarly, Latino MSMs are implicitly characterized 
as closeted gay or bisexual men for whom cultural barriers, rigid 
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cultural ideas about gender, and strong ties to family and religion 
prevent public identification as gay or bisexual.” 

In contrast with the media’s sensationalized and panic- 
inducing representation of a dangerous black male sexual under- 
world, scholars working in black queer studies have described 
the discursive construction of the DL as the latest example of the 
hyper-surveillance of black men’s sex practices. According to Jef- 
frey McCune, whites have long viewed black male sexuality as a 
spectacle, leaving black men with no closet to hide in, and hence 
nowhere from which to “come out.’ In contrast with the dominant 
white view of the DL as a tragic and dangerous consequence of 
black homophobia, McCune views the DL as a subversive practice 
of black sexual world-making, one that both adheres to the black 
politics of sexual discretion while also refusing to conform to the 
mainstream/white lesbian and gay movement's emphasis on sex- 
ual labeling and “coming out.’ The embrace of heteronormative 
hip-hop, masculine cool, sexual discretion, and other features of 
black heterosexual culture is not so much a denial of queer de- 
sire, argues McCune, but a mode of connecting with a broader 
black culture. He explains that when men on the DL go to black 
queer clubs, “they have arrived in a queer space that welcomes 
them, but does not require them to become official members. .. . 
The discursive demand that one must be out’ to participate in gay 
activities ignores that all gay activity does not take place in ac- 
tual public domain; neither does individual participation always 
guarantee membership.” C. Riley Snorton concurs that while the 
down low is ostensibly a secret practice, the medias fascination 
with it serves to expose the racist conditions of hyper-visibility 
in which black sexuality takes form.*' Drawing on Eve Sedgwick’s 
conceptualization of the “glass closet,’ a form of visible conceal- 
ment maintained through silence, Snorton points to volumes of 
troubling media commentary on the down low, reading these 
texts not as accurate accounts of a hidden sex practice, but as 
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examples of the regulation and exposure of black sexuality more 
generally. 

These critiques of the media's framing of the DL illuminate 
the racialized and gendered conditions of visibility and invisibil- 
ity that shape how we understand the sexual fluidity of people 
of color and whites, women and men. Bringing together these 
critical analyses of DL discourse with feminist critiques of the 
objectification of women’s bodies, we can begin to see why and 
how straight white men’s sexual practices are those that are truly 
invisible and unmarked, while men of color and women are sub- 
ject to narratives that reinforce their already subordinate position 
within hierarchies of normal sexuality. For women, the hetero- 
patriarchal view that female sexuality is naturally receptive and 
flexible, more subdued or controllable than men’s hydraulic sex- 
uality, and a commodity to be exchanged among men is a per- 
fect set-up to interpret “straight girls kissing girls” as a titillating 
spectacle of special interest to straight men and a nonthreatening 
extension of womens innate sensuality. For black men, the long- 
standing construction of black male sexuality as predatory and 
violent and of black culture as beholden to traditional gender and 
sexual formations is the context in which the homosexual contact 
of not-gay black men is offered up as a matter of considerable risk 
and urgency, a black secret—and in many accounts, a black /ie—in 
need of exposure and management.” Women of color arguably 
sit at the intersection of these forces, often scrutinized, patholo- 
gized, and criminalized for any sexual practice that extends be- 
yond dominant constructions of normative female sexuality. 

The story is different for straight white men. When straight 
white men have sex with men, they are either presumed gay or 
their behavior is dismissed as inconsequential and nonsexual. 
Rarely, if ever, are their sexual practices racialized, or attributed 
to particular ethnoracial sexual norms within white culture. 
Blacks, Latinos, Muslims, and other non-white and non-Christian 
“cultures” become the repository for cultural difference, sexual 
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repression, homophobia, and hyper-religiosity, thereby masking 
the normative white Christian secularism that fuels white male 
homophobia and undergirds dominant U.S. discourse about the 
relationship between sexuality and subjectivity.** In contrast with 
this narrative about the rationality of whiteness (and maleness), 
I will show that white male privilege, rituals, anxieties, and delu- 
sions are central to the operation of homosexuality within straight 
white men’s lives. While straight white men not only draw on 
many of the same logics used by women to account for their ho- 
mosexual experiences (such as the football players in Anderson’s 
study who engage in sex acts with men in order to seduce women), 
they also leverage white masculinity to assist in the preservation 
or recuperation of heterosexuality in the context of sex with men. 
This set of uniquely white hetero-masculine logics—namely, that 
sex with men is often necessary, patriotic, character-building, 
masculinity-enhancing, and paradoxically, a means of inoculat- 
ing oneself against authentic gayness—forms the subjects of the 
chapters to follow. 

The late sociologist Ruth Frankenberg explained that one of 
the truisms about whiteness is that it is an invisible or unmarked 
category, an empty container that white people themselves can- 
not describe. And yet, Frankenberg also asserted, the notion that 
whiteness is unmarked is also a white delusion, as whiteness has 
a clear history and set of forms, both past and present, and is cer- 
tainly not unmarked in the eyes of people of color. “Whiteness” 
first emerged as a Western European colonial project, a self-made 
category used to justify the colonization of “Others”—people of 
African, Native American, Latin American, and Asian descent. 
Colonization was not only a process of violent occupation and 
theft of culture, land, and resources, but also a process whereby 
self-proclaimed white colonizers named themselves, named the 
Other, and then became “apparently invisible’** For Frankenberg, 
whiteness in the contemporary United States is “a place of advan- 
tage and privilege intersected by other social categories (gender, 
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class, sexuality, & ability); a position, an attitude or outlook from 
which to see ‘selves’ and others; a complex spectrum of cultural 
practices that are either seen as ‘normative or rational and not ra- 
cial; and a culture whose character and identity have been shaped 
by history (e.g., colonialism).° Drawing on Frankenberg’s defini- 
tion of whiteness, this book attends to the ways that whiteness in- 
tersects with masculinity and sexuality, shaping the relationship 
between men’s homosexual sex and their sense of “self? their sta- 
tus as “normal, and their position within structural hierarchies. 
In making whiteness a central unit of analysis, along with mascu- 
linity and heteronormativity, my aim is to build on a growing body 
of work that racializes whiteness and unmasks its delusions. 

In sum, the pairing of homosexual sex with heterosexual life is 
not anew phenomenon; nor is it limited to young people, women, 
or Black, Latino, or other men of color. And yet, despite a good 
amount of evidence suggesting that homosexual contact is part 
of the basic fabric of human sexuality, and central even to the 
social organization of heterosexuality, it is of course difficult to 
chart homosexuality’s presence within cultural formations—like 
that of straight white American masculinity—that have defined 
themselves, in large part, by homosexuality’s absence. Hence, we 
must attend to the apparent paradox that homosexual encoun- 
ters are both everywhere and nowhere within the lives and cul- 
ture of straight white men. Doing so requires some attention to 
the cultural construction of the heterosexual/homosexual binary 
itself, the subject to which I now turn. 


What Is Heterosexuality? 


When I think about the mood and flavor of straight men’s sex with 
men, I am reminded of the kind of sexual games my friends and 
I played as young girls (starting around seven or eight years old), 
before any of us knew what sex would later be. In the absence of 
a coherent and normative conceptualization of sex, we cobbled 
together the gendered and sexual tropes familiar to us as kids. 
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We crafted highly detailed narratives about ourselves (we were 
beautiful fairies, rebellious teenagers, wealthy movie stars, doc- 
tors and patients), and our circumstances (the various events that 
presumably resulted in the need—whether we liked it or not—to 
reveal/touch/kiss certain body parts). We knew we were playing. 
We invented scenes. They had to be negotiated. There were rules. 
People were bossy. Body parts were gross. But we touched each 
other anyway. 

Homosexual encounters between adult heterosexuals consti- 
tute a unique erotic domain that is characterized by many of the 
features of childhood sexuality. This is not because it is a “child- 
ish” act for adult heterosexuals to have sex with one another, or 
because straight men in fraternities (or military barracks, pris- 
ons, and so forth) are less evolved or self-aware than men in other 
contexts, or for any other reasons that might stem from such a 
simplistic and moralizing reading of sexuality. Instead, it is be- 
cause homosexual sex enacted by heterosexuals—like sex be- 
tween children—occupies a liminal space within sexual relations, 
one that sits outside of the heterosexual/homosexual binary and 
is sometimes barely perceptible as sex. Like childhood sex, it goes 
by many other names: “experimentation, “accident, “friendship,” 
“joke,” “game, and so on. Participants must painstakingly avoid 
being mistaken as sincere homosexuals by demonstrating that 
the sexual encounter is something other than sex, and in many 
cases, they do this by agreeing that the encounter was compelled 
by others (such as older fraternity brothers) or by circumstances 
that left them little choice (such as the apparently quite dire need 
to obtain access to a particular fraternity). 

In the United States, where homosexual accidents make for 
great comedy, the identitarian context in which homosexuality 
takes place is of the utmost consequence. Two decades ago, in the 
mid-1990s, this was exemplified by the positive publicity given to 
sitcoms like The Drew Carey Show in which two heterosexual male 
characters were shown jokingly kissing, while a “sincere” kiss be- 
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tween gay or lesbian characters (such as appeared on the sitcom 
Ellen) could be shown only following a somber disclaimer about 
“adult content.’ The actors on both shows performed virtually 
the same homosexual kiss, but the networks knew that these two 
same-sex kisses had fundamentally different meanings and cul- 
tural implications. Today, thankfully, two men accidentally kissing 
is no longer as funny, and though much of the commentary on 
heteroflexibility misses the mark, we have at least become more 
transparent about the fact that some television forms of homo- 
sexual contact— especially that which occurs between two young 
straight (or straight-appearing) women—are about ratings and 
not social progress, normalcy and not difference, heterosexual 
and not queer “ways of life.” 

Part of what is said to distinguish heteroflexibility from gayness 
is that it involves engaging in same-sex sexuality while distancing 
oneself from the lesbian and gay movement, or, in Essig’s words, 
“throw[ing] out the politics and the struggles” associated with 
same-sex desire. But this characterization could use a bit more 
nuance, as many sexually fluid straight people do identify as allies 
to the LGBT movement, or even loosely as “queer.” This is not to 
mention that many self-identified gay men and lesbians couldn't 
be less political about their sexuality, or more invested in assimi- 
lation and respectability. While some degree of insistence that 
one is “not gay’ is generally part and parcel of heteroflexibility, a 
more significant distinction is that people who identify as hetero- 
sexual, unlike gay men and lesbians, are generally content with 
straight culture, or heteronormativity; they enjoy heterosexual sex, 
but more importantly for the purposes of this book, they enjoy 
heterosexual culture. Simply put, being sexually “normal” suits 
them. It feels good; it feels like home. 

Unfortunately, the domain of culture is generally lost in popular 
discourses about sexual desire, which focus largely on whether 
homosexual activity is either “chosen” or “biological.” This entire 
framing is far too simplistic. People certainly have tendencies to- 


Nowhere without It | 29 


ward particular objects of desire, including bodies defined in their 
time and place as “the same” or “the opposite” from their own. 
And yet, for the vast majority of us, these tendencies—whatever 
they may be—are shaped and experienced under the constraints 
of heteronormativity, or within cultures strongly invested in 
opposite-sex coupling. The amount of psychic and cultural labor 
expended to produce and enforce heterosexual identification and 
procreative sexuality suggests that heterosexuality, as we now 
know it, is hardly an automatic human effect. It is for this reason 
that scholars of heterosexuality have described it as a psychic and 
social accomplishment, an institution, and a cultural formation.*° 

Of course the traditional view of sexuality is that heterosexu- 
ality is nature's design, the driving force behind human repro- 
duction and the gendered division of labor that keeps societies 
running (i.e., the unpaid care work done by women to sustain 
children and male laborers). In the last several decades, this view 
has been slightly revised to account for the existence of the homo- 
sexual, who is now typically understood to result from a harmless 
hormonal or genetic aberration in nature's plan. 

But from a queer perspective, sexual desire is not determined 
by bio-evolutionary processes, but is instead fluid and cultur- 
ally contingent. As first elaborated by Freud in Three Essays on 
the Theory of Sexuality, nature may provide human infants with 
sexual desire, but this desire takes form as a polymorphous capac- 
ity to experience pleasure in response to a broad range of stimuli, 
including an array of one’s own bodily functions as well as various 
modes of contact with objects, animals, and humans of all types. It 
is only through disciplined conformity to societal norms, typically 
directed by parents, that young children’s sexual impulses are re- 
directed toward a sanctioned, and most often singular, object of 
desire (most often, a person of the “opposite” sex). Hence, from 
both psychoanalytic and social constructionist perspectives, the 
hetero/homo binary is not the essential order of things, but the 
product of cultural norms and political-economic imperatives. 
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And yet, sexual binaries often feel natural because they are in- 
ternalized in early childhood, resulting in strong sexual (and gen- 
der) identifications. But central to the larger project at hand is the 
question of what happens to all of those polymorphous desires 
once they are repressed in the service of conformity to prevailing 
sexual norms. For Freud, the process of sublimating these desires 
in order to achieve heterosexuality and normative gender is not 
an easy one; instead it is tenuous, labored, and requires the dis- 
avowal and loss of original homosexual attachments. Moreover, 
this loss cannot be recognized or grieved, as doing so would ex- 
pose the fragility and constructedness of heterosexuality. As the 
philosopher Judith Butler has argued, this bind produces a unique 
form of melancholy, a kind of repressed sadness that is generated 
as heteromasculinity comes into being through the disavowed 
and unmourned loss of homosexual possibilities.”’ 

Psychoanalytic accounts of sexuality provide us with some 
language for thinking about the psychic life of these repressed 
homosexual attachments, which take form in the fantasies and 
fetishes of heterosexuals. In Freud's original use, the fetish is an 
object or practice that substitutes for the phallus—specifically, 
the castrated phallus a child imagines has been taken from his 
mother. In the chapters to follow, I occasionally use the term 
“fetish,” which I deploy to more broadly describe the ways that 
heteronormativity (or the investment in sexual normalcy) and 
hetero-masculine scripts (adventure, male bonding, hazing, hu- 
miliation, national security, etc.) function to displace or mask 
homosexual attachments—even in the context of homosexual 
sex! In other words, as I argue in chapter 5, scenes and scripts 
that constitute “hazing” are not purely about initiation into male 
groups; homosexual contact is such a common feature of male 
hazing scenarios that we might question whether hazing itself 
is a hetero-masculine festish, one that allows men access to ho- 
mosexual activity without the stigma of gay identity. Hence, we 
might conceptualize straight men’s not-gay homosexual activity 
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as a surfacing of polymorphous desires generally confined to the 
unconscious, the unacknowledged repository for all “unaccept- 
able” thoughts and feelings. The conscious male subject disidenti- 
fies** with these desires, drawing on the power of heteronormative 
scripts in an effort to sustain the performance of his utterly nor- 
mal sexuality—even and especially as his fingers, tongue, and/or 
penis find themselves in contact with other men. 

Cultural theorist Sara Ahmed offers us yet another way to think 
about the reproduction of heterosexuality.*? Anmed emphasizes 
heterosexuality’s inherited quality, its offering as both obliga- 
tion and “gift” by parents to their children. Required to follow 
the family line, the child's entire social world is oriented toward 
heterosexuality while other object orientations are cleared away. 
Heterosexuality, as the intimately close, familiar, normalized, and 
celebrated couple formation, is the space in which the child lives 
and becomes the space in which the child feels “at home.’ The 
child's body itself, like bodies desiring familiar foods, gets shaped 
by its cultural context and begins to tend toward the familiar. 
The child learns to repeat the sensations, gestures, and practices 
that orient him or her toward heterosexuality—e.g., ways of relat- 
ing and communicating that are premised on a gender binary in 
which “opposites attract.’ This ongoing repetition is the very pro- 
cess that sustains heterosexual selfhood. 

This way of understanding the formation of sexuality helps to 
explain the apparent paradox that homosexuality is a constitutive 
feature of hetero-masculinity. Because homosexual attachments 
are always present within the psychic structure of heterosexual- 
ity, boys and men, rather than mourning “the homosexuality that 
could not be,” arguably work out this loss via ongoing acts of ho- 
mophobic repudiation, wherein they locate “the homosexual” 
outside of themselves and go to great and performative lengths 
to reject people and things associated with it. As I will soon make 
clear, this rejection of homosexual subjectivity sometimes occurs 
within and alongside straight men’s sexual activity with men. As 
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long as these activities are recast as nonsexual and the dividing 
line between gay and straight subjectivity is secured, homosexual 
contact can function as a powerful means of asserting heterosex- 
ual authenticity, or a “not gay” constitution. 

Viewing sexuality as Freud, Butler, and Ahmed do allows us to 
see that, indeed, people often feel in their bodies the pull toward 
particular sex acts. But the way these urges get “oriented” both 
internally and in social space is a psychic and cultural process, 
not a genetic or hormonal one. It should come as little surprise 
that heterosexual orientation, in particular, is often experienced 
as fixed and innate, as a bodily orientation largely outside one’s 
control. This is because our bodies have, in fact, been oriented 
toward straightness. Most of us have been required to inhabit het- 
erosexuality from early childhood, even if we've never engaged in 
heterosexual sex. 

But how then, do we make sense of homosexual desire, a force 
presumably so strong as to overcome what the late lesbian femi- 
nist poet and theorist Adrienne Rich so aptly called “compulsory 
heterosexuality”? Ahmed’s account is again useful here, as she ar- 
gues that an initial pull or tendency toward bodies of the same sex 
does not in itself constitute being or becoming lesbian or gay. In- 
deed, as I argue in this book, an urge toward homosexual activity 
may well be one of the more common features of human sexuality, 
one flexible enough to be oriented toward the very category that 
presumably excludes it (heterosexuality). This is possible in part 
because, under the conditions of heteronormativity, to actually 
become a gay or lesbian person, one must also do a good amount 
of work to reorient oneself away from heteronormativity. For in- 
stance, Ahmed explains: 


Even lesbians who feel they were “always that way,’ still have to 
“become lesbians,” which means gathering such tendencies into 
specific social and sexual forms. Such a gathering requires a habit- 
change, to borrow a term from Teresa de Lauretis ...: it requires 
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a reorientation of one’s body such that other objects, those that 
are not reachable on the vertical and horizontal lines of straight 
culture, can be reached.*° 


Crucial to Ahmed’s analysis is that straightness and queerness 
are not simply matters of sexual object choice; they also carry a 
vast array of cultural requirements and implications that, in turn, 
shape how people orient their bodies and move through space. 
Because heterosexuality is the default sexual orientation, reori- 
enting oneself in the direction of public queer legibility takes 
some significant effort. As queer theorist David Halperin puts it, 
being gay is a resistant cultural practice that gays must learn from 
one another.” 

I read Ahmed’s argument to suggest that straightness and 
queerness are differentiated not by early tendencies toward 
same- or opposite-sex desire, but by the way these tendencies are 
“gathered into specific social and sexual forms.’ In this vein, my 
analysis moves away from the question of who has homosexual 
impulses and why, presuming instead that most people do, even 
as most people are, for the reasons outlined above, “at home” 
within the culture and structures of heterosexuality. The question 
at the center of my analysis is, then: How do straight white men 
gather homosexual tendencies into heterosexual forms? What 
kinds of “work” are required to engage in homosexual sex while 
staying oriented toward heterosexuality? 

Many social scientists have attempted to elaborate the dif- 
ference between sexual orientation (most often defined as the 
quantity and duration of one’s same-sex or other-sex desires, 
often believed to be hardwired), sexual identity (how one identi- 
fies oneself—as straight, lesbian, gay, bisexual, etc.), and actual 
sexual behavior. In this book, I take the less popular position that 
the question of “sexual orientation’—as it is conventionally un- 
derstood—is not a very interesting one. I am not concerned with 
whether the men I describe in this book are “really” straight or 
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gay, and I am not arguing that they (or that all men) are really 
homosexual or bisexual in their orientation. Instead, what I am 
arguing is that homosexual sex plays a remarkably central role in 
the institutions and rituals that produce heterosexual subjectivity, 
as well as in the broader culture’s imagination of what it means 
for “boys to be boys.’ To my mind, the nearly obsessive focus on 
whether individual people are born gay or straight functions as a 
bizarre distraction from the greater cultural significance of homo- 
sexuality, both historically and at present. 

In this book I conceptualize straightness and queerness pri- 
marily as cultural domains. I recognize that people have real bod- 
ies and real sexual responses to other bodies, but I also contend 
that bodies do not respond only to the “raw facts” of other peo- 
ple’s genitals or other sexed body parts. Instead, our bodies desire 
other bodies and particular sex acts in their social context; we de- 
sire what those body parts represent. We desire particular bodies 
and particular sex acts and particular erotic scenes and cultural 
spheres in large part because they have significant cultural and 
erotically charged meanings. As Judith Butler’s work has made 
clear, sexual desire itself operates under the conditions of a het- 
erosexual matrix, in which sex (femaleness and maleness), gender 
(femininity and masculinity), and heterosexual desire are imag- 
ined and required to follow logically from one another. Bodies 
that fall outside this matrix are rendered abject and unintelligible. 
That our desires are subject to these enduring cultural prescrip- 
tions does not make them any less embodied, but it does indicate 
that our bodies respond to a social field already characterized by 
narrow gender and sexual binaries to which much cultural sig- 
nificance has been assigned. In other words, to call oneself “gay” 
or “straight” is to take on the cultural baggage associated with 
these categories, and whether or not this baggage is appealing is 
a separate matter altogether from the appeal of homosexual or 
heterosexual sex. 
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As I will show, whether a man thinks of himself and his ho- 
mosexual behavior as “gay” or “straight” makes all the difference 
with regard to how he will make sexual contact with men: how 
he will set the scene, the narratives he will use to describe what 
it is happening and why, the time and place the sex occurs, and 
whether it will be possible to imagine that the sex was never 
actually “sexual” at all. Let me be more concrete. Some men like 
to have sex with men in backrooms of gay bars after dancing to 
techno music; others like to have sex with men while watching 
straight porn and talking about “banging bitches” (see chapter 
4). Some women like to have sex with women in the woods at 
feminist music festivals or while cohabitating in the suburbs; 
others, as sociologist Laura Hamilton's research explores, like to 
“hook up’ with women on couches at fraternity parties in front 
of cheering male spectators.” These temporal, spatial, and cul- 
tural factors are not inconsequential; they are precisely what 
make sex “hot” for participants, and they are the details that 
people take as evidence of their heterosexual and homosexual 
orientations. It is for this reason that I conceptualize heterosex- 
ual subjectivity as constituted not by a lack of homosexual sex or 
desire, but by an enduring investment in heteronormativity, or 
in the forces that construct heterosexuality as natural, normal, 
and right and that disavow association with abnormal, or queer, 
sexual expressions. This investment in heteronormativity is itself 
a bodily desire; in fact, I believe it is the embodied heterosexual 
desire, more powerful than, say, a woman's yearning for male 
torsos or penises or a man’s longing for vaginas or breasts. It is 
the desire to be sexually unmarked and normatively gendered. It 
is the desire not simply for heterosexual sex and partnership, but 
for all of its concomitant cultural rewards. It is a desire that peo- 
ple may well feel within their genitals. In sum, this book works 
from the premise that heterosexuality is, in part, a fetishization 
of the normal.” 
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There is no doubt that many, and perhaps most, gay and lesbian 
people also want to be “normal.” But even those who might wish 
for complete homonormative™ assimilation (with regard to their 
political, employment, or economic standing) often find them- 
selves unable or unwilling to achieve gender normativity or to 
conform to heteronormative dictates for appropriate sexuality. In 
other words, they find themselves generally not “at home” within, 
and sometimes repelled by, heterosexual ways of life. Conversely, 
the straight men who are the subjects of this book find hetero- 
normativity attractive and compelling. They desire it; they are 
aroused by it. It calls to them; it feels like home. In this way, I do 
not discount the possibility of a mind/body connection or of the 
interplay between nature and nurture in shaping our desire. In- 
stead I want to suggest that what we are desiring may not be body 
parts or people who fall within particular sex and gender catego- 
ries, but the far broader experiences of sexual and gender nor- 
malcy and difference. Some of us, for understandable reasons, are 
very invested in sexual and gender normalcy; others, for less well- 
known reasons (which need hardly be innate), desire rebellion, 
difference, or outsiderness—a desire that may have been pres- 
ent for as long as we can remember. Some of us—who typically 
go by the names “gay, “lesbian,” “bisexual,” or “queer”—want our 
same-sex desires to be taken seriously, viewed as meaningful and 
sometimes political features of our lives. Others—who typically 
go by the names “heterosexual” or “straight”—want our same-sex 
attractions and encounters to be viewed in opposite terms, as ac- 
cidental, temporary, meaningless, and decidedly apolitical. 

Sara Ahmed describes the cultural material of sexuality as that 
which “sticks” to us when we become oriented one way or the 
other. We know, because we have learned, that our sex practices 
mean something not only about who we are (straight or gay), but 
also about who our friends will be, where we will live and be em- 
ployed, how we will dress and what we will buy, which institu- 
tions will grant or deny us access, and all the other cultural and 
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structural factors that have solidified around straight and gay 
identities. While the triad of orientation/identity/behavior is the 
dominant model within most research on human sexuality, it is 
one that has largely overlooked that we do not simply desire bod- 
ies and sex acts; we desire everything that those bodies represent. 


A Note on Key Terms 


In this book I use the term “homosexual” as a technical descrip- 
tion of same-sex sexual behavior and desire, but not to describe 
people who identify as gay or queer, nor to describe gay or queer 
culture. You will notice that I use the term “heterosexual” more 
broadly, to describe other-sex sexual behaviors and desires and 
to describe people who identify as heterosexual. The reason for 
this inconsistency is that the term “heterosexual” carries no cul- 
tural stigma and is commonly used by straight people to describe 
themselves, while the term “homosexual” has a long associa- 
tion with medical pathology, and consequently, it is a term rarely 
used by gay men or lesbians. I often use the terms “heterosexual,” 
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“hetero-erotic, 
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hetero-cultural,’ “hetero-masculine,’ and “het- 
eronormative’ to describe sex between straight men, which I do 
as a way of signaling the culture of heterosexuality shaping these 
homosexual encounters. I use the term “gay” to describe men 
who self-identify with that term or to describe mainstream gay 
culture and politics. In some cases, I have used the terms “gay” 
and “queer” interchangeably, though I have tried to reserve my 
use of the term “queer” for instances in which I am describing 
what some might call “the gay left.’ or the movement to resist gay 
assimilation and celebrate sexual and gender non-normativity. 

I want to acknowledge that in some cases I have used the term 
“sex” to describe behaviors that participants themselves under- 
stand as something else, something nonsexual. For straight men, 
calling homosexual sex by many other names—an “experiment, 
“male bonding, a “game, a “joke, a “performance, an “accident, a 
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“hazing ritual, “dominance, “aggression, “boys will be boys,’ “des- 
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peration, “deprivation, “toughening each other up, and so on—is 
the very way that homosexual sex becomes possible, by which I 
mean, that it becomes heterosexual. If I were to trust straight men 
to point me in the direction of homosexual sex, I would perhaps 
be sitting in a gay bar all day, missing an entire universe of hetero- 
erotic homosexuality. 

With this in mind, I have used gay/queer definitions of what 
“counts” as sex as my guide. I asked myself, “Would a queer cou- 
ple, perhaps on a first date, be likely to define this behavior as ‘sex’ 
or ‘sexual’ if they participated in it?” and if the answer was yes, I 
referred to the behavior as “sex” or “sexual.” In this vein, I include 
all forms of anal penetration, hand jobs, blowjobs, and mutual 
masturbation. For instance, I believe it is likely that if a gay male 
couple were on a date that at some point included one man pen- 
etrating the other man’s anus with his fingers, they would likely 
perceive that they had been sexual with one another. In contrast, 
the straight men, and perhaps to a lesser degree the gay men, who 
engage in this same form of digital anal penetration as part of fra- 
ternity or military initiation rituals may perceive that the act is 
not strictly sexual or even sexual at all. 

Of course I understand that context is everything, and therefore 
I have been especially attentive to questions of intent. I do not, for 
instance, believe that prostate exams are intended to be sexual 
experiences (even if some men are aroused by them), and there- 
fore I would not classify them as sexual. Hazing rituals involving 
anal penetration or analingus, on the other hand, are extreme, ex- 
citing, humiliating, and effective at building cohesion and estab- 
lishing hierarchy among men precisely because the participants 
know that these acts have sexual meaning. They are designed to 
occupy or evoke the fine line between sex and humiliation or sub- 
mission. During the prostate exam, no one is assessing whether 
you are a fag (or having a fag’s response), but this possibility is al- 
ways looming in the contexts in which straight men make sexual 
contact with men. 
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The Birth of the Congenital Heterosexual 


Another key piece of the story this book tells about heterosexuality 
is that straightness always takes form in relation to its Other—or 
to queerness—with the latter serving as the former's mirror and 
foil. To the extent that straight people think about what it means 
to be heterosexual, and to be part of a heterosexual culture with 
particular norms and practices, they often do so by imagining 
themselves through the eyes of queers. As Jonathan Ned Katz 
explains in The Invention of Heterosexuality, the budding visibility 
of gay culture in the 1960s produced what we might call a “het- 
erosexual looking-glass self? in which the more visible gay men 
and lesbians became, the more possible it became for heterosexu- 
als to compare themselves to their “homosexual” counterparts. 
Katz cites, for example, a 1963 New York Times article in which 
a heterosexual reporter attempts to describe gay subculture for 
the paper's presumably heterosexual readership, and in so doing, 
speculates that homosexuals “probably derive secret amusement” 
from coopting innocent heterosexual words (like the word “gay” 
itself). According to Katz, “the image of two gay people laughing 
together secretly over the unknowing language of straights marks 
the emergence in The New York Times of heterosexuals as a major- 
ity newly nervous about the critical gaze of The Homo-Other.*® 
Today, over fifty years after the publication of this article, 
the relationship between straight culture and gay culture is 
more interconnected than ever, especially as the latter—in the 
form of queer style, queer music, queer imagery, queer political 
discourse—has demonstrated its appeal and profitability within 
mainstream culture. The influence of mediated, mainstream gay 
culture on straight people's lives has consequences not only for 
how straight people consume or fashion themselves, but also for 
how they have sex. Many commentators believe that the increas- 
ing visibility and acceptance of gay and lesbian people has given 
heterosexuals permission to explore same-sex desire without 
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fear of devastating stigma. And yet, if heterosexuals’ erotic pos- 
sibilities are broadened by a gay rights movement that celebrates 
the fluidity of sexual behavior, what about the effect of the move- 
ment’s stance on the immutability of sexual orientation? The per- 
centage of Americans who believe in the biological foundations 
of sexual orientation has steadily increased over the last four de- 
cades, from 13 percent in 1977, to 31 percent in 1998, to 52 percent 
in 2010.*° Many gay-friendly heterosexuals have been taught, pri- 
marily by proponents of gay rights, that gay people—and, by ex- 
tension, straight people—have a fundamental sexual constitution, 
one already determined by nature. If sexual orientation cannot be 
changed, acceptance of gay people becomes the compassionate 
heterosexual’s best option. 

Scientific efforts to prove that sexual orientation is innate 
are not new; they are rooted in nineteenth- and early twentieth- 
century sexology. In fact, research aimed at identifying body parts 
that might hold the tell-tale signs of homosexuality—from bad 
blood, beady eyes, and angular facial features, to finger length 
and brain structure—have persisted since the very advent of het- 
erosexual and homosexual categories in the nineteenth century.” 
Nonetheless, it is only in the last two decades that the notion 
that homosexuals are “born this way” has gained widespread 
public acceptance in the United States, including (and especially) 
among lesbians and gay men. Though numerous feminist and 
queer scholars have been critical of biological determinism and 
the concomitant depoliticization of queer difference, little atten- 
tion has been paid to the effects of the “biological turn” on het- 
erosexuality. How has over forty years of a visible lesbian and gay 
identity movement— increasingly articulated in sociobiological 
terms**—influenced the way that heterosexuals understand their 
sexuality? 

According to Lisa Diamond, proponents of the argument that 
sexual orientation is hardwired have steered clear of the subject 
of sexual fluidity, fearing that fluidity might appear to suggest that 
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sexual orientation can be chosen or learned. In response to the 
question “does fluidity mean that sexual orientation is a matter of 
choice?, Diamond offers some apparently reassuring words: “No. 
Even when women undergo significant shifts in their patterns of 
erotic response, they typically report that such changes are unex- 
pected and beyond their control. In some cases, they actively resist 
these changes, to no avail.’ Diamond's defense of sexual fluidity 
as consistent with immutability represents what is soon likely 
to become the prevailing sexual logic of our time. Diamond, like 
other sexologists and psychologists I discuss at length in chapter 
3, believes that people are born with a core sexual orientation that 
remains the same regardless of periodic and/or situational attrac- 
tions and desires that fall outside of its boundaries. Sexual fluidity 
is not a challenge to the fixity of sexual orientation; in many ways, 
the opposite is true. When we know we are born straight or gay, 
this knowledge enables us to experiment, to stray, to act out, and 
to let “shit happen” without fear that we have somehow hidden 
or misrecognized or damaged our true sexual constitution. More 
importantly, knowing that our sexual orientation was present at 
birth allows us to make sense of our discordant behaviors as ex- 
ceptional, not bound to the same identitarian consequences ex- 
perienced by true homosexuals (or heterosexuals). 

Returning, then, to the question about the consequences of the 
biological turn for heterosexuals, we see that like the homosexual- 
at-birth, the heterosexual-at-birth can do nothing to change his 
or her innate sexual constitution. Compassionate heterosexuals 
accept this biological imperative as it reportedly determines the 
sexual subjectivities of their gay friends, and now, too, they accept 
the way it determines their own. No amount of homosexual sex 
or desire can change nature's heterosexual design. If one knows 
one is not born gay, then one’s homosexual desires and behaviors 
simply cannot be gay, regardless of their content or frequency. So 
accepted now is the idea of sexual hardwiring—and so central 
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now is this idea to most thinking about “heteroflexibility,’ “situ- 
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ational homosexuality, and all other homosexual behaviors of 
heterosexuals—that it is no longer possible to investigate straight 
men’s sex with men (or straight women’s sex with women) with- 
out starting from this foundation. 

To be very clear, I agree with the contention that when straight- 
identified people participate in homosexual behavior, they are 
still best understood as straight. In fact, as I hope is clear at this 
point, this is a basic premise of this book. What I take issue with 
here, however, is the need to explain the sexual desires we experi- 
ence and the sexual cultures we inhabit as forces purely outside of 
our control and buried within our bodies. This explanation leaves 
little room to consider the ways that sexual desires are cultur- 
ally embedded and performative, or the ways our desires direct 
us not simply towards bodies with particular “parts,” but towards 
the complete cultural experience that those bodies represent and 
make possible. The biological hypothesis treats heteronormativ- 
ity, for instance, as an unfortunate byproduct of a neutral, clini- 
cally descriptive sexual orientation called “heterosexuality.” In 
contrast, from a more critical and queer perspective, attraction 
to the culture and privileges of heteronormativity is inseparable 
from the sensation of “straightness. It is in this way that the origi- 
nal construction of heterosexuality, or its historical invention to 
use Jonathan Ned Katz's term, provides a crucial backdrop for 
this project, and an essential counterpoint to the now nearly he- 
gemonic narrative about the congenital nature of sexual orienta- 
tion. The next chapter provides precisely this backdrop, tracing 
the persistent present-absence of homosexuality (and the homo- 
sexual) within the project of building heterosexual men. 


Heteronormative Violence and the 
Demand for Sincere Queers 


I find sexual practices interesting in their own right, but I come 
to this book not simply out of interest in the details of the sex 
that straight people are having. In this project, as elsewhere, my 


Nowhere without It | 43 


investment is in the work of resisting heteronormativity, particu- 
larly the violent ways that state and cultural institutions punish 
gender and sexual non-normativity. On its surface, the sexual 
fluidity of heterosexuals—especially when represented by young 
women playfully kissing one another at parties—appears to have 
little to do with heteronormative violence. If anything, it appears 
to be a progressive development, one marked by the expansion of 
acceptable ways to be heterosexual men and women. 

And yet, when straight men have sex with men, it is frequently— 
though certainly not always—bound up with violence. The line 
between straight men having sex with men and “actual” homosex- 
uality is under constant scrutiny, and for straight men, violence 
is a key element that imbues homosexuality with heterosexual 
meaning, or untangles hetero-erotic forms of homosexuality from 
the affective, political, and romantic associations with gay and 
lesbian life. Sometimes this violence takes the form of humiliation 
or physical force enacted by one straight man as he makes sexual 
contact with another; in other cases, it may take the form of two 
men fantasizing about sexual violence against women. In many 
cases, violence is a central part of the work of reframing homo- 
sexual sex as an act that men do to build one another's strength, 
or to build what I call “anal resilience,’ thereby inoculating one 
another against what they imagine are the sincere expressions of 
gay selfhood. 

Following the lead of feminists who argue that “rape is about 
violence, not about sex,’ some have argued that the sexual haz- 
ing men experience in fraternities and the military is better un- 
derstood as violence than as sex.” But here I take a different 
position—namely, that this kind of sex is fairly normal by straight 
male standards and that it is violent. Within the circuits of hetero- 
masculinity in the United States, violence and sex are mutually 
constituted, a fact most evident among adolescent boys, who 
hardly know how to think or talk about sex with girls without 
drawing on themes of abjection and violence.” The language of 
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heterosexual sex—banging, nailing, “hitting that,’ and so forth—is 
the language of violence. Characterizing an activity like the Na- 
vy ‘crossing the line ceremony, in which seasoned sailors anally 
penetrate newer sailors (typically with hands and objects), as a 
purely traumatic and nonconsensual act of sexual violence ulti- 
mately diminishes its erotic and self-perpetuating quality. More, 
it fails to account for the reasons that these sorts of boy-on-boy 
games and rituals appear in both straight and gay pornography 
noncoercively consumed by straight and gay men (see chapter 5), 
as well as in personal ads posted online by people who wish to 
voluntarily enact similar scenes (see chapter 4). 

I support people's right to integrate consensual violence into 
their sex practices. The problem I see here is the way that hetero- 
normative violence gets ramped up, not only for purposes of plea- 
sure, but for the purpose of recuperating heterosexuality (though 
the latter arguably constitutes its own pleasure). As I discuss in 
the chapters to follow, the use of violence to police the borders of 
hetero-erotic homosexuality, on the one hand, and of perverse/ 
sincere queerness, on the other, can be traced through multiple 
sites ranging from white men’s living rooms to fraternity houses 
to military institutions. Policing this border not only involves ho- 
mophobic disidentification with gay men and misogynistic narra- 
tives about women, but also avoidance of cross-racial desire and 
the potentially queering presence of men of color, particularly 
black men, in the spaces of “white male bonding” 

Much of this book admittedly focuses on what might be inter- 
preted as extreme or unusual examples of homosexual contact 
between straight white men, such as the kind that occurs in biker 
gangs, or rest-stop bathrooms, or within military hazing. These 
realms are clearly not environments in which all white men cir- 
culate. And yet, attention to the psychic and cultural accomplish- 
ment of heterosexuality sheds light on the way that all straight 
men—including average straight guys who have never experi- 
enced a sexualized humiliation ritual or sought out a hand job 
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from another dude—inhabit a heterosexuality that is constituted, 
at least in part, through a disavowal of homosexuality, or through 
the ongoing accomplishment of being “not gay.’ As I demon- 
strate in chapter 3, the rigid constraints of masculinity and the 
often violent policing of intimacy between men, especially white 
men in United States who are trained at early ages to fear the 
ever-looming specter of the fag, means that many of the same 
hetero-authenticating narratives deployed in prisons and military 
barracks also surface in men’s everyday friendships, in bromance 
films, and other contexts where intimacy and tenderness between 
men is carefully monitored. In other words, investigations into the 
way that straight men “keep it straight” have implications for all 
men, including those who have never engaged in homosexual sex 
(however they might define this term). 

In addition to investigating the racist, misogynistic, and homo- 
phobic effects of the production of heteronormative homosexu- 
alities, this project is concerned with the homonormative effects 
of “sexual fluidity” discourses on queer politics. At issue here is 
the mainstreaming and containment of queer life, accomplished 
primarily by the gay and lesbian movement's push to normalize 
itself by promoting images of happily married lesbians, patriotic 
gay male soldiers, and the like. These widely circulated images of 
normal—and presumably homosexual at birth—gay and lesbian 
Americans are fast becoming the standard against which “hetero- 
flexibles” can be measured and contrasted. If real gays have sex 
for love, if they aspire to monogamous marriage with people of 
the same sex, and if they have always known that they were gay, 
then certainly frat boys seeking only to climb atop a pile of other 
naked boys are not gay. While I do not dispute this conclusion (in- 
deed, most in that pile of boys will go on to live straight lives), I am 
concerned with the way this comparison works to elide the ca- 
sual, performative, and antidomestic forms that queer sex takes. 
As I discuss at length in chapter 6, this demand for the sincere gay 
subject—the real gays and lesbians against whom straights can be 


46 | Nowhere without It 


contrasted—does not come without costs for queer history, poli- 
tics, and subculture. 

In attending to the mutual construction of heterosexuality and 
queerness, my analysis pushes back against the notion of an es- 
sential sexual binary in which heterosexuality and homosexuality 
are oppositional sexual orientations determined by nature. And 
yet, my arguments also rest on the premise that straightness and 
queerness are distinct cultural domains that differently concep- 
tualize homosexual encounters—a premise that may appear to 
reinforce a hetero/homo binary. To argue, as I do, that straight- 
ness relates to homosexual sex in unique ways raises the ques- 
tion: “Unique from what?” The answer is complex because the 
subject positions and sexual and political orientations that fall 
under the banner of “straightness” and “gayness” are themselves 
complex and multiple. Many queer scholars have noted that the 
radical queer relationship to homosexual sex departs from the 
mainstream gay relationship to homosexual sex, with the for- 
mer ironically sharing in common some of the insincerity and 
“meaninglessness’ I have attributed to most straight engage- 
ments with homosexual sex, and the latter sharing in common 
with straightness the claim to “being normal.’ Heterosexuals who 
have disinvested in sexual normalcy—through engagement with 
kink, non-monogamy, and other marginalized sex practices—are 
queered via these practices, and hence, differently arranged vis- 
a-vis homosexuality. In sum, and as I explore in the concluding 
chapter, the relation between straightness and queerness is more 
a complex network than a linear dualism. 


Organization of the Book 


This chapter has laid out the intellectual stakes of rethinking 
the way we understand the homosexual activity of straight white 
men. The next chapter moves back in time, exploring the evolv- 
ing ways that straight white men have engaged in homosexual 
behavior since the late nineteenth century, and concomitantly, 
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the ways that Americans have understood these sexual prac- 
tices and their local and contextual meanings. Here I draw on 
historical evidence of the homosexual encounters of “normal” 
white men dating back to the early twentieth century, with focus 
on the sociocultural and institutional sites in which white men 
have had sex with men. From saloons and tenement houses, to 
military barracks and fraternal clubs, and to truck stops and bath- 
rooms, “normal” (heterosexual) white men have long found ways 
to have hetero-masculine sex with one another. To elucidate the 
forces that gave rise to the contemporary “white dude” and his 
“meaningless” homosexual sex, chapter 2 examines the mutually 
constitutive production of modern masculinity, heterosexuality, 
and whiteness, alongside the concurrent evolution of the sociobi- 
ology of gender, sexuality, and race. 

Moving into the contemporary period, chapter 3 examines 
the ways that various experts—psychologists, sociologists, 
sexologists—are making sense of straight white men who have 
sex with men and attempting to educate the public about a new 
menu of heterosexual options. Gay? Straight? Hetero-flexible? 
Fauxmosexual? Metrosexual? Telling the truth or lying? How are 
wives, parents and other inquiring stakeholders to know the dif- 
ference? Chapter 3 examines the rapidly multiplying and often bi- 
zarre techniques used by contemporary experts to distinguish the 
“truly gay” from the “merely heteroflexible.’ The chapter centers 
on the three primary explanatory discourses offered by popular 
experts: (1) Homosexuality is sometimes circumstantially neces- 
sary; (2) homosexuality is sometimes a feature of homosociality, 
or an extension of (white) male bonds; and (3) homosexuality 
is sometimes accidental, unexpected, and out of one’s control. 
White fear of men of color, paired with the imagined necessity of 
white male bonds and the strong desire for access to white male 
space, runs through each of these narratives, imbuing them with 
additional normative power. These explanations function to si- 
multaneously exceptionalize and normalize the homosexuality 
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of straight white men, treating as surprising and meaningless 
what seems to be a fairly predictable and significant feature of 
white heterosexual men’s lives. I conclude the chapter by sug- 
gesting that, in attempting to elaborate the reasons that people 
don't always behave in accordance with their “true nature, such 
approaches lend support to the notion of fixed sexual personage, 
a concept at odds with queer resistance. 

Chapter 4 proceeds with a deeper investigation of the relation- 
ship between heteromasculinity and whiteness. Here I consider 
examples from contemporary popular culture that link homosex- 
ual sex with straight white male rebellion and adventure-seeking. 
The chapter takes a particularly close look the 2009 independent 
film Humpday, in which two straight white dudes decide to have 
sex with one another for the sake of “radical art.’ In Humpday, 
white male hipsterism and its celebration of edgy, exotic, and 
memorable experiences are what propel the narrative forward 
as the protagonists dare themselves to be cool enough to “bone” 
each other. I then move to a close reading of personal ads posted 
on craigslist.com by posters claiming to be “white straight dudes” 
seeking one another for “not gay” sex. Reading the ads alongside 
themes in Humpday and other examples from popular culture, I 
examine how the ads draw on whiteness as a rhetorical resource 
for establishing hetero-masculine realness. Both Humpday and 
the craigslist ads represent texts in which fantasies about straight 
white male sexual fluidity are exchanged, and in which both white 
and heterosexual “authentification” takes center stage. 

Chapter 5 examines the cultural function and effects of homo- 
sexuality in the hazing rituals of the United States military. The 
chapter analyzes these military hazing practices alongside the 
representation of homosexual hazing in the widely popular series 
of “reality” internet porn, HazeHim.com. Drawing on sociological 
and media accounts of high-profile military hazing events, I con- 
sider how male-male anal penetration is framed by the military 
as a practice of hetero-masculine resilience, one to be suffered 
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with repulsion and endurance. While the spectacle of homopho- 
bic repulsion is often offered as evidence of the nonsexual nature 
of the hazing experience, a reading of gay hazing porn—wherein 
flaccid penises, expressions of disgust and repulsion, and homo- 
phobic outbursts take on erotic currency as signals of authentic 
heterosexuality—illuminates a more harmonious relationship 
between hetero-masculine repulsion and homosexual desire. In 
both examples, the hazing undertaken by the U.S. military and 
the hazing eroticized in gay porn, the whiteness of participants 
is central to the homosocial narrative, wherein average white 
boys—utterly normal and undoubtedly American—are offered 
the opportunity to inoculate themselves against sincere homosex- 
uality and enemy perversion and to demonstrate their allegiance 
to a white brotherhood. 

Chapter 6 concludes the book by examining the implications 
of “sexual fluidity” for queer politics. Here I argue that queer 
scholars may wish to pay close attention to how narratives about 
fluidity rely on the existence of romantic gay love and sincere 
gay subjects, both of which are increasingly compelled into being 
as congenital heterosexuals distinguish their frivolous and po- 
litically inconsequential homosexual experiments and accidents 
from the romantic, affected, and homonormative conditions of 
an essentialized gay life. The book concludes by showing that the 
discourse surrounding heterosexual fluidity feeds into the pro- 
duction of the homonormative homosexual, who in contrast with 
lascivious butch dykes, sadistic leather daddies, and other fear- 
invoking queer figures, is motivated by a complex of sincere gay 
feelings—namely, the desire to fall in gay love, to have a gay fam- 
ily, to be out and proud. In an unexpected turn, “heteroflexibles” 
co-opt much of what is “naughty” about homosexual sex, casting 
heterosexuality as the domain of the masculine, the virile, the 
erotic, the unfettered, and even the forbidden, while homonor- 
mativity and genetics converge to redefine “gay” in affective, do- 
mestic, and sexless terms. But we need not be complicit. Chapter 
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6 ends with some considerations of how queers might resist this 
co-optation. 

This book aims to illuminate the cultural underpinnings of 
straightness and its relationship to queerness. I offer this close 
examination of the cultural contours of the sexual binary not sim- 
ply to expand awareness of the sex practices that fall under the 
banner of white male heterosexuality, but more importantly, to 
redirect our attention away from soothing tales of sociobiology 
and toward the more complex, intersectional, and culturally em- 
bedded human strivings for straight and queer ways of life. 


2 


Bars, Bikers, and Bathrooms 


A Century of Not-Gay Sex 


|S Femenesatenad fluidity is often described as a new 
trend, but it is far more accurate to say that straight- 
identified people, including straight white men, have engaged in 
homosexual activity since the modern invention of heterosexual 
identity itself. In many senses, the heterosexual/homosexual 
binary has always been a flawed schema, one that has suffered not 
only from considerable disagreement about the nature of sexual 
orientation (an identity? a set of behaviors? hardwired or con- 
structed?), but also from its inability to capture or predict erotic 
complexities and gender and sexual fluidity.' And yet, in another 
sense, because the hetero/homo binary is the fundamental frame- 
work through which sexuality is understood in late modernity and 
around which social life is now organized, it is also a self-fulfilling 
prophecy, producing a good amount of its own accuracy. Most 
people do identify as either heterosexual/straight or homosexual/ 
gay (or, still somewhat dualistically, as bisexual’). Most of us col- 
lectively ignore the fluid, multifaceted, and transitory desires that 
would complicate such a simplistic schema. But we can hardly be 
blamed. These are the categories we are provided with and com- 
pelled to locate ourselves within, to be socially legible or to secure 
our survival, so it is no wonder that most of us do. 

Of especially little surprise is the fact that large majorities of 
people identify with, and are deeply invested in, heterosexuality— 
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regardless of whether they sometimes or often engage in homo- 
sexual sex. For much of its relatively short history, the hetero/ 
homo binary has been premised on the view that to be hetero- 
sexual is to possess a normal, natural, and ethical sexual orienta- 
tion, and that to be homosexual is to be deviant, pathological, and 
depraved. Of course no one wants to suffer the heinous forms of 
violence that have been committed against people identified as 
sexual deviants. But more to the point at hand, some people— 
people we now aptly call “straight”—have also bristled at the 
subcultural associations with queer life, wanting nothing to do 
with the circuits of sexual and gender rebellion and outsiderness 
that would later be embraced under the banner of queerness. For 
straights, the invention of ways to engage in homosexual sex while 
being unquestionably anchored in normalcy has arguably been a 
vital part of the heterosexual experience. 

The point here is that as a sexological tool that presumes a pre- 
dictable link between sex practices and subjectivity, the hetero/ 
homo binary lacks the capacity to help us account, for instance, 
for the frequency with which straight-identified people engage in 
homosexual sex. But as a moral imperative, it reveals a great deal 
about why straight-identified people—regardless of their homo- 
sexual sex practices—would remain invested in being straight. 
Holding this tension in view, this chapter offers a brief historical 
overview of straight, or “normal,” white men’s homosexual activ- 
ity since the early twentieth century. I illustrate that to the extent 
that the sexual binary has purported to describe two distinct 
types of men—heterosexuals or homosexuals who are engaged in 
wholly different sex practices—it has always been something of 
a fiction. And yet, the widespread circulation of this fiction has 
produced truly divergent cultural formations, erotic desires, and 
political investments that, still today, can be productively under- 
stood as normative on the one hand and queer on the other. 

Keeping these considerations in the foreground, this chapter 
surveys the homosexual activity of “normal” white American men. 
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I begin with a very brief account of the emergence of “straight 
white male” subjectivity and its status as the original exemplar of 
normal sexuality, and then move into a chronology of the not-gay 
sexual encounters enacted by white men throughout the twen- 
tieth century. Touring through the immigrant saloons of early 
twentieth-century New York, the California highways traversed by 
the Hell's Angels biker gang in the 1950s, the public bathrooms at 
the center of “gay sex scandals” in the 1980s, and beyond, we will 
examine the evolution of the sexual binary across the twentieth 
century and its effect on Americans thinking about the meaning 
of homosexual sex among normal—masculine, heterosexual, and 
white—men. 


The Invention of the Straight White Man 


Much of the homosexual activity of contemporary “straight white 
dudes” has flown under the radar of the stigmatizing forces that 
take aim at men of color on the down low and at queers of all 
stripes. As we will explore in the chapters to follow, this is because 
straight white men have some powerful cultural tools available to 
them that other groups do not—namely, a set of rhetorical narra- 
tives that recast white men’s intimate contact with one another's 
bodies as the necessary and nonsexual material of white male 
brotherhood, white male risk-taking, and initiation into white 
male groups. But to understand how and why straight white men 
became the beneficiaries of these narratives requires that we do 
some historical backtracking, or that we trace notions about the 
fluidity or rigidity of straight white male sexuality back to the 
birth of the straight white guy himself. 

Such is the aim of this chapter, and one that upon first blush, 
sounds as though it would require countless volumes to address. 
And yet, while the history of straight white manhood is a dense 
and significant one—one that serves as a powerful example of the 
intersectional construction of sexual, gender, and racial catego- 
ries—it is also surprisingly short. This is because, as has now been 
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well established by historians of sexuality, heterosexual and homo- 
sexual categories are themselves relatively new, emerging in medi- 
cal journals in the late nineteenth century but not popularized, 
or accepted among the general American public, until well into 
the twentieth century. While whiteness and maleness were well- 
established structures in the nineteenth century, heterosexual 
identity as we know it today had no nineteenth-century counter- 
part. There were “normal men, and there were those men whose 
gender expression marked them as queer or strange in some way, 
but as I will soon discuss, these were nuanced categories that had 
far less to do with homosexual activity (or lack thereof) than we 
would imagine today. People have long engaged in opposite-sex 
and same-sex sexual activity, of course, but the sense that these 
sexual behaviors constitute an identity or personage is a quite 
modern idea, one that emerged in complex relation to twentieth- 
century race, gender, and class formations in the United States.° 

According to historian Jonathan Ned Katz, in his now classic 
book The Invention of Heterosexuality, the term “heterosexuality” 
first appeared in medical literature in the late 1800s, not as a de- 
scription of nature's default, but as a sexual perversion charac- 
terized by men and women's desire for nonprocreative sex with 
one another. For many centuries prior to the Victorian era, sex 
was imagined to follow directly and exclusively from a procreative 
instinct, and it was in this context that the term “heterosexual” 
came into American medical usage to describe a deviant desire 
for opposite-sex sexual activity not linked to procreation. Describ- 
ing the treatment for heterosexuality recommended by promi- 
nent physicians of the late 1800s, Katz explains: 


As treatment for his abnormal heteros and homos Dr. Hughes (an 
American physician) suggested heroic measures—hypnosis and 
sometimes surgery. For Hughes, as for Dr. Kiernan in 1892, the het- 


erosexual, as a person of mixed procreative and nonprocreative 
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disposition, still stood with the nonprocreative homo in the pan- 
theon of sexual perverts.’ 


In its first sexological iteration, heterosexuality was hardly safe 
from scrutiny, but was one of a number of sexualities that could 
potentially involve the perverse waste of semen, quite on par with 
masturbation and homosexuality. Some evidence of this view can 
be found well into the twentieth century, in documents depicting 
heterosexuality as a perversion expressed not only in the form of 
opposite-sex passion, but also as an impulse toward masturba- 
tion, bestiality, or sexual violence. Among the most succinct and 
telling examples of heterosexuality’s meaning during this period 
comes from the 1923 edition of the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 
which offered the following definition of heterosexuality: “a mor- 
bid sexual passion for one of the opposite sex.” 

But in a simultaneous and competing vein, one that would ul- 
timately win out, a handful of influential European and American 
physicians had also begun the work of normalizing the hetero- 
sexual. In 1893, the Viennese doctor Richard Von Krafft-Ebing 
revised the concept of heterosexuality in a way that would later 
send rippling effects across the globe and into the next two cen- 
turies. Krafft-Ebing argued that when men and women have sex 
with each other, they may not be consciously thinking about pro- 
creation, and they may in fact be engaged in all manner of less- 
than-desirable nonreproductive activities, but they are always 
nonetheless motivated by an innate and deep-seated procreative 
impulse. Though still largely confined to medical journals, this 
view newly conceptualized the heterosexual as a fundamentally 
noble and normal subject, always oriented toward the opposite 
sex for virtuous reproductive purposes. Helping to solidify this 
association, Krafft-Ebing used the term “normal-sexual” synony- 
mously with the term “heterosexual,” positing the homosexual as 
its pathological opposite.° 
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With elaboration from other like-minded American and Euro- 
pean sexologists, this conflation of heterosexuality with normal- 
ity gained quick and widespread popularity among physicians, 
lawmakers, religious institutions, and state authorities in Europe 
and the United States.’ By 1934, just eleven years after being de- 
fined as a morbid passion, heterosexuality appeared in Webster's 
Dictionary as a nearly opposite animal: “a manifestation of sexual 
passion for one of the opposite sex; normal sexuality.’ According 
to historian Hanne Blank, the general public's fear of being la- 
beled deviant or degenerate, and their demand for ways to know 
with certainty that they were neither of these, can account for the 
enthusiasm with which many people learned to “experience het- 
erosexuality—to think about themselves as ‘being’ and ‘feeling’ 
heterosexual, [and] to believe that there is a difference between 
‘being heterosexual’ and ‘being homosexual.”* 

But who, exactly, was this new healthy heterosexual? And in 
what form was heterosexuality most purely expressed? As sexol- 
ogy developed in the late nineteenth century, with its focus on 
sexual categorization, the field’s leaders turned to yet another 
scientific discipline already engaged in the work of cataloguing 
abnormal bodies and unnatural desires: the white supremacist 
“sciences of eugenics and craniometry. Early sexologists drew 
heavily from eugenicist theories about the anatomical differences 
between black and white bodies and the dangerous perversion of 
racial “mixing.” Sexologists described what they imagined were 
the oversexed natures and gender-ambiguous bodies of homosex- 
uals in terms that were remarkably similar to those being used by 
eugenicists in their mythology of the hypersexuality and gender- 
ambiguity of people of African descent. Sexologists drew a line in 
the sand between the healthy heterosexual and the perverse and 
dangerous homosexual (the latter in need of institutionalization), 
a line that, according to Siobhan Somerville in her groundbreak- 
ing book Queering the Color Line, was intentionally modeled after 
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the system of racial segregation in place in the United States. 
Significantly, the more that sexologists borrowed from the log- 
ics of racial difference, the more they positioned heterosexuality 
as analogous to whiteness and homosexuality as analogous to 
blackness. 

Ideas about the differences between black and white sexuality, 
and female and male sexuality, were also used by whites to justify 
white supremacy in the United States, with one consequence of 
this strategy being that white men were posited as the paragons of 
proper heterosexual agency. Whites defended racial segregation 
as a means of protecting passive and vulnerable white women 
from sexually violent black men, and, less commonly, from the 
corrupting influence of hypersexual black women. In this formu- 
lation, white male sexuality was left unmarked and unproblema- 
tized, visible only as that which was properly positioned vis-a-vis 
women. While whites (both men and women) embodied the most 
visible early cases of homosexuality,'° the figure of agentic hetero- 
sexuality was also not only white, but always male. 

According to race and gender ideologies of the early twentieth 
century, white women’s sexuality was too repressed and vulner- 
able to serve as the model of heterosexual passion, while people of 
African descent were too subject to brute impulses to reliably di- 
rect their desires toward proper objects." Under the logic of white 
supremacy, men of color and Jewish, Italian, and Irish immigrants 
not yet considered white were insufficiently hetero-patriarchal, 
possessing an immature, polymorphously perverse, and more 
fluid or passive sexuality than allowable under the newly concret- 
ized sexual binary.’* Women of color and poor immigrant white 
women were, for all intents and purposes, excluded from the 
modern construction of womanhood itself, which linked feminin- 
ity with white middle-class domesticity, seclusion in the private 
sphere, and the privilege of being protected, by men, from the sex- 
ual aggression of other men.’* Wealthy white women, with their 
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presumed capacity for hysteria or frigidity, and their vulnerability 
to sexual violation and defilement, also troubled the category of 
normal sexuality." 

While women have, of course, been among the ranks of het- 
erosexuals since the concept’s inception, their place within the 
sexual binary has been, and continues to be, particularly fraught 
with suspicion (and titillation) about the complex and unpre- 
dictable nature of female sexuality. When the hetero/homo bi- 
nary made its nineteenth-century debut, sex itself was still the 
purview of men, something that happed to women, synonymous 
with the presence of the penis. The notion that women cannot be 
full sexual agents, either heterosexual or lesbian, clearly persists 
today, expressed through characterizations of women’s sexual- 
ity as fundamentally docile, receptive, or motivated by emotions 
over lust, or in the form of confusion about how two women can 
possibly have sex with one another. In the late twentieth century, 
the belief that women were innately more sexually fluid than men 
also emerged, along with the notion that they were susceptible to 
a much broader array of sexual stimuli. This view gained momen- 
tum alongside a shift from the mid-century perception of women 
as frigid or sexually repressed to the late-century view of women 
as enthusiastic, although often vain and manipulative, seekers of 
sexual attention. 

The early twentieth-century heterosexual ideal was not only 
white and male, but Protestant as well. As waves of Jewish men 
and Irish and Italian Catholics immigrated to the United States, 
their whiteness, masculinity, and heterosexuality were subject 
to considerable scrutiny, and measured against the stoicism and 
patriarchal “leadership” associated with white Protestant mas- 
culinity. While these groups achieved whiteness largely through 
cultural and linguistic assimilation and alignment with anti-black 
racism, their path to “normal sexuality” was dependent on con- 
formity to binary gender roles, displays of working-class physical 
strength, and male sexual aggressiveness. In Unheroic Conduct: 
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The Rise of Heterosexuality and the Invention of the Jewish Man, 
Daniel Boyarin argues that Jewish men, in particular, have long 
been suspect—perceived as both feminine and queer—for fail- 
ing to conform to Christian gender norms. In contrast with those 
who suggest that the feminization of Jewish men is simply an anti- 
Semitic projection, Boyarin advocates for a recovery and embrace 
of “the Jewish ideal of the gentle, receptive male: Attention, such 
as Boyarin’s, to the nexus of religion and normative gender and 
sexuality suggests that whiteness, maleness, and heterosexual- 
ity are, in and of themselves, insufficient to constitute normal 
sexuality. In the United States, normative sexual subjects are also 
Christian. 

In sum, white Christian men were the exemplars of hetero- 
sexuality, or normal sexuality, from the inception of the category. 
This was possible in large part because heterosexuality, for most 
of the twentieth century, referred not simply to opposite-sex at- 
traction, but to a medical, legal, cultural, and religious ideal—to 
an aspiration for procreation-focused, male-initiated, male- 
centered, male-controlled, nonadulterous (at least on women’s 
part), private, and static sexuality. White Christian European and 
American male physicians, sexologists, and psychologists shaped 
heterosexuality in their own image, constructing a sexual ideal 
in which indigenous people, people of African descent, Jews, and 
women were already problematic figures. As queer historian Ju- 
lian Carter has argued, it was precisely this fusing of discourses of 
whiteness, masculinity, and heterosexuality in the twentieth cen- 
tury that formed the concept of the “normal” American, a subjec- 
tivity most readily embodied by white men. 

I offer this brief overview of the race and gender construc- 
tion of heterosexuality because it forms the context in which the 
homosexual sex of heterosexual white men has been elided or 
exceptionalized within accounts of human sexuality. Already par- 
adigmatic figures of normalcy, white boys and men arguably enter 
the terrain of sexuality burdened by less suspicion, bolstered by 
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more erotic agency, and attributed greater benefit of the doubt 
that their sexual constitution is normal. 

It goes without saying that white men are also gay-identified 
men, and that, particularly in the European context, white men 
have suffered incredibly violent persecution—in concentration 
camps, in mental institutions, at sodomy trials—as punishment 
for their homosexual activity. The severity of this persecution can- 
not be overstated. And yet it is also true that the intersections 
of racism and patriarchy have played a significant and seemingly 
paradoxical role in determining what counts as punishable, wor- 
risome, or meaningful homosexual contact. In some respects, 
patriarchal ideology has resulted in less scrutiny for women’s 
same-sex sexual behavior than mens, as the former has been con- 
ceptualized as only quasi-sexual and therefore nonthreatening, 
and the latter as a deeply troubling abdication of male power and 
control of women. 

And yet, white men invested in heteronormativity—white 
men invested in living normal, heterosexual lives, even as they 
engage in homosexual sex—have also had access to a series of 
loopholes and justifying logics whose effectiveness are bolstered 
by the already strong cultural association of white masculin- 
ity with normality. As we will soon see, normative masculinity 
alone—the absence of any hint at womanliness or effeminacy— 
has often been sufficient to signal that “there’s nothing queer 
here” when white men have engaged in sexual contact with 
other white men. Moreover, whiteness—and its conflation with 
propriety, especially in the postwar, desegregation era of U.S. 
history—has occasioned a “looking the other way” among the 
ranks of straight white men invested in preserving the norma- 
tive status of their group. Let us now turn to our tour of straight 
white men’s sex with men in the American twentieth century, 
with particular attention to these “loopholes” and their continu- 
ity and disruption. 
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The Homosexual Sex of Normal Men: A Chronology 


Trade: Heteroflexibility in the Prewar American City 


29 66 


Although the terms “gay” and “straight, 
“homosexual, did not come into their current meaning as 
sexual orientations and self-identifications until around the 
mid-twentieth century, subcultures organized around same-sex 
practices existed in the United States and elsewhere long before 
this period. Resisting claims that social scenes organized around 
homosexuality were invisible or isolated prior to the Stonewall 
Rebellion in 1969, historian George Chauncey’s exhaustive study 
of gay life in New York from 1890 to 1940 offers a wealth of infor- 
mation about a burgeoning, vibrant, integrated, self-affirming, 
and working-class subculture that would later come to be known 
as “gay. This early, urban, queer world was centered in Irish and 
Italian immigrant communities,’ and organized not around 
homosexual identity but around male effeminacy, drag, theatri- 
cality, and homosexual sex. Though Chauncey’s study is centered 
on men who were connected by these queer ways of life, it also 
offers an invaluable window into the lives of men who engaged in 
homosexual sex but rejected or only occasionally passed through 
this queer subculture, remaining for the most part anchored in 
mainstream, heteronormative, middle-class society. At a time 


heterosexual” and 


when men’s queerness was marked largely by their effeminacy or 
womanliness, these “real men” escaped the stigma of queerness 
and remained normal, irrespective of their homosexual encoun- 
ters, by having a conventionally masculine gender presentation. 
In many parts of the United States prior to the 1950s, the homo/ 
hetero binary marked a distinction between effeminate men, or 
fairies, and masculine men, or real men, and not between men 
who did or did not engage in homosexual sex. As late as the 1940s, 
working-class white men in New York understood themselves to 
be queer based on their cross-gender presentation and not based 
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on their homosexual behavior, a system illustrated by the com- 
mon use of gendered terms—“fairy, “queen, “sissy, “nance, and 
“pansy —to describe men whom we would now call “gay” (the 
term “gay” did not begin to gain prominence until the 1940s).” 
Conversely, while the broader culture had no distinct term for 
straight men who engaged in homosexual sex, such men were re- 
ferred to as “trade” within gay subculture. Trade were real men: 
sailors, soldiers, and other embodiments of idealized masculinity. 
They were normal men who would have sex with men for money 
or who would agree to have sex with men as long as they remained 
in the dominant, masculine role. 

Reflecting the centrality of gender presentation to the pre- 
World War II hierarchy of normal and abnormal sexuality, es- 
pecially in working-class communities, these conventionally 
masculine straight men could engage in sex with men, often quite 
frequently, without threat to their normalcy, or straightness. As 
Chauncey highlights, the fact that this system prevailed in the 
daily life of urban, white working-class neighborhoods reveals the 
disjuncture between elite, medical accounts of the sexual binary 
(which emphasized homosexual behavior over effeminacy) and 
the way that working- class men themselves conceptualized the 
line between normal and abnormal. Definitions of normalcy and 
queerness were so significantly crosscut by socioeconomic class, 
Chauncey explains, that “the homosexual displaced the fairy in 
middle-class culture several generations earlier than in working 
class culture.”'* Through much of the first half of the twentieth 
century, normal working-class men mixed with fairies in saloons 
that were central to working men’s lives, as places to exchange 
information about employment and to access basic amenities 
(cheap meals, water, toilets). With sex segregation being the gen- 
eral rule for single men and women in the early twentieth century, 
the private back rooms of saloons were also sites of sexual activity 
between normal men and fairies, with the latter perceived as a 
kind of intermediate sex, a reasonable alternative to female pros- 
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titutes.’? Public parks and restrooms were also common sites for 
sexual interaction between straight men and fairies. 

In such encounters, the fairy served as the sole embodiment 
of queerness, the figure with whom normal men could have sex, 
just as they might with female sex workers, without any sense 
that they themselves were queer. Fairies affirmed straight men’s 
hetero-masculinity by embodying its opposite. Mirroring some of 
the working-class and hyper-masculine discourses explored later 
in this book, this sexual system dominated in working-class space, 
“in the highly aggressive and quintessentially ‘masculine’ subcul- 
ture of young and usually unmarried sailors, common laborers, 
hoboes, and other transient workers, who were a ubiquitous pres- 
ence in early twentieth-century American cities.” 

Though Chauncey also looks closely at black gay life during this 
period, much of his research is focused on white immigrant men, 
namely Italian and Irish immigrants, who would be considered 
white today, even if not during their own era. New York was home 
to especially large numbers of Italian and Irish immigrant men 
who were either single or had left their families back home, while 
Jewish men were more likely to immigrate with their families. 
The concentration of these men, often living together in all-male 
boarding houses, gave rise to a “bachelor subculture” that was 
arguably a precursor to the straight white male culture of today. 
Central to this working-class and all-male bachelor subculture 
was a rejection of the domesticity and morality associated with 
women. Foreshadowing an ethic that would later be described 
as “bros before hoes,’ bachelors celebrated the value of rough- 
and-tumble, work-hard-and-play-hard manliness, forging a com- 
mon brotherhood centered on independence from women. The 
presence of fairies in this subculture, rather than threatening the 
bachelor’s masculinity, confirmed the normalcy and superiority of 
straight men by occupying the degraded position of the feminine. 

As Chauncey points out, the prevalence of the view that nor- 
matively masculine men could engage in homosexual behavior 
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without thinking of themselves as queer is confirmed by Alfred 
Kinsey's infamous publication Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, 
based on research conducted in the 1930s and 1940s (and pub- 
lished in 1948). Thirty seven percent of Kinsey’s research subjects 
reported having sex with another man at least once during their 
adulthood (while only 4 percent reported being exclusively homo- 
sexual). Though now commonly believed to be an inflated figure 
out of step with current statistics on male homosexual behavior, 
this figure may suggest that social norms in the 1930s and 1940s 
facilitated more homosexual contact among men—and less queer 
stigma—than in later decades. Chauncey points out that Kinsey’s 
own critical commentary also provides a window into the sexual 
ideology of the era. In discussions of his findings, Kinsey went to 
great lengths to dispel what he understood as common beliefs of 
his time, namely that fairies were “she-men’ (i.e., the intermediate 
sex) and that gender presentation (masculine or effeminate) and 
sexual role (active or passive) determined whether one was truly 
heterosexual or homosexual. 

Ultimately, by the last third of the twentieth century, the influ- 
ence of sexology and developments within gay subculture resulted 
in a widening of the field of queerness, and a concomitant nar- 
rowing of who or what could count as straight. At mid-century, 
gay men pushed for a shift in perception of gay from a gender cate- 
gory signaled by male effeminacy to a sexual category signaled by 
homosexual activity. The meaning of “trade” necessarily evolved 
in relation to these changes, with the emphasis now placed on 
mens self-identification as straight over their masculine gender 
presentation (though normative masculinity remained still very 
much idealized). While in the early twentieth century “trade” had 
referred primarily to straight masculine men who paid effemi- 
nate men for sex, this relationship was reversed by mid-century, 
with “trade” commonly used as a term describing straight prosti- 
tutes who could be paid to have sex with gay men. The meaning 
of “trade” shifted yet again with the early 1970s emergence of a 
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gay liberation movement focused on the purportedly liberating 
effects of coming out of the closet. As straight men’s participation 
in homosexual activity became increasingly viewed as a sign of 
repressed homosexuality, “trade, as a truly straight subjectivity, 
had all but disappeared. 

While this rapid transformation in understandings of straight 
men’s homosexual activity likely produced some dissonance for 
straight men, so too did it have its effects on gay men who had 
come out during the prewar era and had benefitted from a looser 
definition of straightness. As one gay man quoted by Chauncey 
contends, the gay liberation movement made it “a lot harder to 
find straight guys to do it with,’ as its claim that “we are every- 
where” logically extended to heterosexuality itself, threatening to 
reveal the real homosexuals among the ranks of straights.” As an- 
other gay man quoted by Chauncey explains: 


Most of my crowd [in the 1930s and 1940s] wanted to have sex with 
straight men. There was something very hot about a married man! 
And a lot of straight boys let us have sex with them. People don't 
believe it now. People say now that they must have been gay. But 
they weren't. They were straight. They wouldn't look for [it] or suck 
a guy's thing, but theyd let you suck theirs. If you want to say they 
were gay because they had sex with a man, go ahead, but I say only 
aman who wants to have sex with a man is gay.” 


In sum, a new burden of caution and self-doubt was placed on 
straight men by a gay movement determined to attach identi- 
tarian meaning to all homosexual encounters. This approach 
helped call attention to the prevalence of homosexuality, and on 
the surface appeared to be a winning strategy for the gay libera- 
tion movement. But it also concretized an exceedingly binary way 
of thinking about sex practices. Any engagement in homosexual 
activity now risked association not only with gay identity, but 
also with a gay political movement and a gay subculture that held 
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little appeal to many people who might otherwise be interested in 
homosexual sex. The previously wide field of ways to make homo- 
sexual contact had significantly narrowed. 


Bikers and Bathrooms: Straight Men's Homosexual 
Activity in the 1950s and 1960s 


Still, the notion that homosexual activity might not be “gay” when 
undertaken by real men continued into the 1950s and 1960s, when 
the homosexual contact of straight men began to be reconfigured 
from relatively mundane behavior to the bold behavior of white 
male rebels. Significantly more stigmatized during this period, 
homosexual contact was no longer so easily justifiable. It either 
had to be situated within an exceptionally hyper-masculine ethic 
of working-class rebellion or to occur in secrecy, as in isolated 
public restrooms. 

The notorious white American biker gang, the Hells Angels, 
formed in 1948, provides a rich example of the first possibility, 
or of the place of homosexual sex in the life of the straight white 
male outlaw of the 1950s and 1960s.” As one documentary film 
about the group contends, the Hell’s Angels were born out of the 
rebel spirit of young white men who returned from World War 
II still looking for action, and finding it “on a big bike, with a big 
engine.’ By many accounts, early members of the Hell’s Angels 
were violent and highly feared white thugs, known for rape and 
drunken assaults of both men and women, including an assault 
that resulted in the murder of Meredith Hunter, an eighteen- 
year-old African American man, during a Rolling Stones concert 
in 1969. There are few figures more “macho’ than the heavily tat- 
tooed and leather-clad Hell’s Angel, whose heterosexuality was 
as much on display as his masculinity. Fighting over women, and 
exhibiting women on the backs of bikes, was central to the sub- 
culture of the gang. Still today, some members of the Hells Angels 
view themselves within a lineage of white working-class outlaws 
and vigilantes like Robin Hood and Billy the Kid.” 
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And yet, as the journalist Hunter S. Thompson revealed in his 
1966 book, Hell's Angels: A Strange and Terrible Saga, the Hell’s 
Angels were also men who had sexual encounters with men. 
For instance, Thompson quotes a San Francisco Hell's Angel de- 
scribing his enthusiastic willingness to have sex with men for 
ten dollars: 


Hell yes, I'll take a blow-job any day for ten bucks. Just the other 
night in some bar downtown I had a queer come up to me with a 
big tenner. .. . He laid it on me and said what did I want to drink? 
I said, “A double of Jack Daniels, baby,’ so he told the bartender, 
“Two of those for me and my friend,” and then he sat down there 
on the bar rail and gave me a hell of a blow-job, man, and all I had 
to do was smile at the bartender and keep cool... . Shit, man, the 
day they can call me queer is when I let one of these faggots suck 
on me for less than a tenner... . Man, I'd go underwater and fuck 
fish for that kind of money, you just tell me whos payin’.*° 


Thompson's discussion of the meaning of the Hell’s Angels’ 
homosexual activity is in and of itself quite revealing. Forcefully 
affirming the heteromasculinity of the group, Thompson dis- 
misses the question of whether the gang might consist of latent 
homosexuals as “entirely irrelevant” in light of what he perceives 
to be the truly authentic nature of their outlaw masculinity. Even 
if they were homosexuals, Thompson claims, their brutality 
“would not be changed or subdued for a moment.” Mirroring the 
ambivalent response of the American public to the Hell's Angels, 
Thompson wavers between deep concern about the destructive 
potential of the gang and admiration for their outlaw spirit and 
street realness. Noting the apparent stylistic links between biker 
culture and gay leather scenes, Thompson is emphatic, if not also 
homophobic, in his claim that the Hell’s Angels occupy a “harsh, 
unique corner of reality, while the gay male leather enthusiast 
is simply a “passive worshipper, a sloppy emulator of a style that 
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fascinates him because it is so hopelessly remote from the reality 
he wakes up to every morning,”* 

Thompson’ analysis of the Hell’s Angels suggests a site in which 
the early twentieth-century sexual system—whereby “real men” 
could pay, or be paid, for homosexual encounters without attrib- 
uting queer meaning to the transaction—is extended into mid- 
century. But something more was at work for the Hell’s Angels 
of the 1960s, who also viewed their sexual contact with men as a 
form of hyper-masculine defiance, a crude and macho challenge 
to social conventions. Alex Gibney’s 2007 documentary Gonzo, 
about Hunter S. Thompson's life and writing career, incorporates 
some of Thompson's own footage of the biker gang, including film 
recordings of members of the Hell’s Angels deeply French kiss- 
ing one another—with tongues extended out of their mouths in 
a type of tongue-licking kiss often reserved for girl-on-girl porn. 
Thompson described the kissing in his book Hells Angels as a kind 
of publicity stunt: “The Angels are gleefully aware of the reaction 
it gets.... The sight of a photographer invariably whips the An- 
gels into a kissing frenzy, but I have never seen them do it among 
themselves’ Mirroring this view, Gibney (the Gonzo filmmaker) 
explains that French kissing “was something that the Hells Angels 
loved to do because it really just freaked people out. They used to 
say they loved that tongue bit... . They would say, ‘We don't care 
what you think, this is an expression of our lust and our spirit:”*° 

And yet, lest the kissing be understood purely as an act of 
attention-seeking, Thompson elaborated in his ethnographic 
account of the group that “there is an element of something be- 
sides showbiz to it and in serious moments now and then one of 
the Angels will explain it as ‘just one of the ways we let the world 
know were brothers.”*' Somewhat contradicting his claim that 
the Angels never kissed “among themselves,’ Thompson also de- 
scribes a night when, during a small gathering at a bar, an Angel 
greeted him with a “hairy kiss” and expected it to be heartily re- 
turned. Thompson recounts that his kissing companion was of- 
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Figure 2.1. Hell's Angels, 
Kissing Guys (Hunter S. 
Thompson, 1960s, 
http://jetingenue. 
wordpress.com/tag/ 
hells-angels/). 


fended by his awkward and lukewarm response, which turned out 
to be a social error after which the Angels treated Thompson with 
“a gentle sort of detachment, as if I were somebody's little brother 
with an incurable disease.’ Taken together, these accounts sug- 
gest that deep kissing had multiple meanings for the Hell’s Angels: 
It was both a defiant stunt that produced among onlookers the 
desired degree of shock, and it was an expression of “lust” and 
“brotherhood.” 

Thompson ultimately seemed to settle on the position that the 
Hell's Angels were simply too menacing to be homosexuals, a po- 
sition suggesting that the link between homosexuality and effemi- 
nacy continued to function as a loophole for straight, masculine 
men well into the 1960s. Thompson cautioned that to characterize 
the Hell’s Angels as homosexuals would be a dangerous misrecog- 
nition of the threat they posed to society. He warned that “any 
attempt to explain the Hell's Angels as an essentially homosexual 
phenomenon would be a cop-out, a self-satisfied dismissal of a 
reality that is as complex and potentially malignant as anything 
in American society. ** Even as a behavior-based sexual binary 
had already taken hold by the 1960s, the Hell’s Angels’s violence 
and fearlessness—qualities believed to be tethered to masculin- 
ity and irreconcilable with the image of the fag (even the leather- 
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fetishizing fag)—confirmed that the Angels were best understood 
as not gay. 

One of the more striking facets of these accounts of the Hell's 
Angels is the extent to which the defiant homosexual behavior 
they describe—especially the spectacular same-sex kissing—so 
closely mirrors the behavior of young women in the early twenty- 
first century. Much ado has been made in recent years about het- 
erosexual college-aged women kissing, grabbing, and hooking up 
with one other—activities often described as a form of attention 
seeking. When enacted by young women, homosexual kissing is 
cast as both erotic and defiant, as a form of youthful salaciousness 
that titillates as much as it provokes concern. Corollary behav- 
iors can clearly be found among straight white men, in both the 
past and the present, and yet these similarly defiant and lustful 
encounters are all too often forgotten, ignored, or dismissed as 
purely a prank—emptied of all their erotic meaning—under the 
now prevailing logic of male sexual rigidity. The performative kiss- 
ing of the 1960s Hell’s Angels marks an important moment in the 
history of straight white male homosexuality, one in which ho- 
mosexual contact is presented to the public as an expression of 
such extraordinary hetero-masculine rebelliousness that it defies 
categorization as gay. Chapters 4 and 5 of this book trace this very 
logic into the present, revealing a set of erotic possibilities that 
are both everywhere and nowhere in contemporary straight white 
mens lives. 


The Tearoom 


While the Hell’s Angels represent a working-class example of the 
homosexual behavior of straight white men, the best evidence 
of homosexual contact among middle-class, straight-identified 
white men comes from Laud Humphreys’s 1970 study of homo- 
sexual encounters in public men’s restrooms, also known in gay 
slang as “tearooms.’ In his controversial book Tearoom Trade, 
based on research conducted in the 1960s, Humphreys revealed 
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Figure 2.2. Police 
documentation of 
tearoom raids, 
Mansfield, Ohio (from 
Tearoom, a film by 
William E. Jones, 
http://lafilmforum. 
wordpress.com/2008/ 
06/04/june-8-tearoom- 
a-document-presented- 
by-william-e-jones/). 


what appeared to be a widespread practice of straight-identified, 
married men giving and receiving blowjobs in semi-isolated 
public restrooms, in or near parks, subways, and rest stops. The 
study is now best known for its use of unethical research meth- 
ods; namely, Humphreys knew about the heterosexual identities 
and marital statuses of the men he studied because he covertly 
followed them home—a practice that would never be allowable 
today. And yet, Humphreys's method allowed him to document a 
subculture organized around homosexual activity that had little, 
and often nothing, to do with gay life. Over the course of his field- 
work, Humphreys observed straight white men visit bathrooms 
for sex on their way to and from work, and he noted that many 
were regulars at particular restrooms. Though Humphreys was 
reluctant to estimate the percentage of the adult male population 
who participated in “the tearoom trade” (he guessed 5 percent), 
his observations and interviews attested to the high volume of 
homosexual sex in many bathrooms: Some bathrooms were 
known for long lines, were in use around the clock, and were the 
site of dozens of blowjobs each day. 

Humphreys pointed to the hetero-erotic culture of homosexual 
sex in public-use bathrooms, which were valued locales among 
straight men precisely because of their disconnection from gay 
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bars and other places where gay men might congregate. He 
explained: 


Tearooms are popular, not because they serve as gathering places 
for homosexuals but because they attract a variety of men, a mi- 
nority of whom are active in the homosexual subculture. When we 
consider the types of participants, it will be seen that a large group 
of them have no homosexual self-identity.** 


Mirroring the norms dictating male interaction in restrooms more 
generally, Humphreys's study revealed that sexual encounters 
between men in public bathrooms were impersonal, emotionless, 
and often silent. Typically men’s bodies did not come into any 
contact beyond the contact of mouth and penis. Encounters were 
anonymous, and carried no across-the-board presumption that 
participants were gay or lived gay lives. While gay bars were cer- 
tainly available to men in the city in which Humphreys undertook 
his research, tearooms operated as an important alternative—a 
place to make homosexual contact that was not gay. 

Unlike the Hell’s Angels, the participants Humphreys observed 
in tearooms were “respectable” men; they were, to use Hum- 
phreys's term, and a term with great resonance in the 1960s, “the 
people next door.’ In fact, Humphreys offered a quite detailed 
and class-inflected profile of the men he met in tearooms and 
subsequently interviewed: They were white (all but one), mostly 
middle-class men in their thirties and forties, happily married to 
women, politically conservative, and involved in their churches 
and communities; they were ministers, carpenters, clerical work- 
ers, students, executives, truck drivers, and servicemen. 


The tearoom participant is just another neighbor—and probably 
a very good one at that. He may make a little more money than 
the next man and works a little harder for it. It is likely that he will 
drive a nicer car and maintain a neater yard than do other neigh- 
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bors in the block. Maybe, like some tearoom regulars, he will work 
with Boy Scouts in the evenings and spend much of his weekend in 
church. It may be most surprising for the outsider to discover that 


most of these men are married.” 


Here Humphreys paints a vivid picture of white, middle-class het- 
eronormativity at mid-century. 

Not surprisingly, tearooms of the 1960s were, by and large, ra- 
cially segregated spaces,*° where white men could expect to inter- 
act sexually with other white men. Though Humphreys offers no 
consideration whatsoever of the significance of whiteness within 
tearoom encounters of the 1960s, some of his findings reveal white 
solidarity to be a central organizing principle of tearoom subcul- 
ture. For instance, white male informants provided Humphreys, a 
white male researcher, with tips about where to find the best and 
most “active” tearooms, including the following tip from a surpris- 
ingly helpful white police officer in plain clothes: “Look, fellow, if 
youre looking for sex, this isn’t the place. We're clamping down 
on this park because of trouble with the niggers. Try the john at 
the northeast corner of [Reagan] Park. You'll find plenty of action 
there.’ Humphreys provides no analysis of this telling remark, 
except to say that tips often came from unexpected sources (e.g., 
police). And yet, we can surmise from the white police officer's 
comments that white solidarity was at work within the tearoom 
circuit to such an extent that even a police officer—whose typical 
role would be to break up tearoom activity and possibly arrest 
participants—would facilitate tearoom encounters when doing so 
provided the opportunity to close ranks on black men and affirm 
his allegiance to whiteness. 

The clearly important but nonetheless ignored role of white- 
ness within Humphreys’s study stands in stark contrast with the 
ways that the homosexual behavior of men of color has, and still is, 
almost always attributed to race, including in contemporary anal- 
yses of the down low. Like black men on the down low, the white 
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male participants in Humphreys’ study participated in a racially 
exclusive subculture of their own making, wherein contact be- 
tween male bodies of the same race was eroticized and protected. 

It is worth also noting that Humphreys was only minimally in- 
terested in why straight-identified tearoom participants engaged 
in homosexual sex in public bathrooms; his project was centered 
far more on how they did it. He confessed that he could only spec- 
ulate about their motivations, and offered the suggestion that a 
high degree of Catholicism among his research subjects meant 
that wives who were unwilling to use birth control, and who also 
wished to avoid having numerous children, were less interested 
in sex than their husbands. Tearoom participants spoke of their 
wives in “glowing terms, but many reported having insufficiently 
frequent sexual experiences inside their marriages. For married 
heterosexual men dissatisfied with the amount of sex available 
to them, but not wanting to pay for sex with female prostitutes 
or enter a complicated extramarital relationship with another 
woman, sex in public bathrooms offered a “quick, inexpensive, 
and impersonal” alternative, “a form of orgasm-producing action 
that is less lonely than masturbation and less involving than a 
love relationship.”** Humphreys further suggested that the disap- 
pearance of affordable and easily accessible whorehouses in the 
United States might have been largely to blame for the emergence 
and popularity of tearoom encounters among men who would 
otherwise prefer sex with women. 

Importantly, however, Humphreys seemed to waiver in his 
analysis of whether participation in tearooms indicated some 
repressed truth about the sexual identity of the married men he 
studied. In some passages of Tearoom Trade, he described tea- 
room participants as men uninterested in homosexuality for its 
own sake (men looking only for quick and uncomplicated or- 
gasms), while in others moments he seemed to contend some- 
thing else, such as in his assertion that “closet queens and other 
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types of covert deviants ... are the persons most attracted to tea- 
room encounters.” 

Though Humphreys acknowledged that a majority of the men 
in his study had no interest in gay subculture, even when it was 
available to them, he was also writing at a time in which the logic 
of the closet had already become firmly entrenched in the social 
sciences. Laying out an argument resembling the now-familiar 
claim that homophobia often signals repressed homosexuality, 
Humphreys dedicated an entire chapter to analyzing the moral 
righteousness of the men who frequented tearooms. Here he re- 
ported that the straight-identified men in his study, as compared 
with the smaller number of bisexual and gay-identified men who 
frequented tearooms, were more likely to be conservative, highly 
moralistic, and to openly express racism, homophobia, and sup- 
port for U.S. military interventions. Though this political orienta- 
tion was certainly consistent with the broader white supremacist 
and homophobic culture in which straight white men were situ- 
ated in the 1960s, Humphreys interprets the strong conservatism 
of homosexually active straight white men as “a protective shield 
of superpropriety, a performance designed to deflect attention 
away from their deviant behavior and set the stage for future in- 
dignation should they be exposed. 

While not exactly explicit, this analysis hints at what would 
later become a familiar sexual repression narrative, one in which 
conservative righteousness and homophobia are imagined to be 
fundamentally at odds with homosexual activity and therefore 
function primarily as decoys for a more authentic, homosexual 
self. This may well have been true for some of the men in Hum- 
phreys’ study. And yet the emphasis on repression, in Humphreys's 
work as elsewhere, also glossed over a decades-long and fairly 
harmonious relationship between normative manhood—with all 
its disdain for “true” homosexuality and/or effeminacy—and ho- 
mosexual behavior. 
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Scandal! Spiritual Crises and Hetero Redemption 
in the Late Twentieth Century 


The late twentieth century marked a shift not so much in the 
quantity or form of homosexual encounters among straight white 
men, but in the way that these encounters were perceived by the 
broader American public, including a now more visible and mobi- 
lized population of “out” gay men and lesbians. On the one hand, 
there is compelling evidence that straight-identified men contin- 
ued into the late twentieth century, as they do today, to engage in 
precisely the kind of impersonal, non-identitarian, public homo- 
sexual sex described by Humphreys. The tearoom circuit remains 
alive and well, for instance, with police continuing to arrest 
straight-identified men—including some high-profile Republican 
politicians, as I will soon discuss—for engaging in transactional 
homosexual sex in public restrooms. 

On the other hand, the emergence of a modern gay rights 
movement in the 1970s, and its tendency to subsume all homo- 
sexual activity under the banner of gay or bisexual identity, shifted 
the meaning of straight men’s homosexual encounters. Homo- 
sexual acts that were “normal” in the 1930s and “deviant” in the 
1960s took on far greater identitarian significance by the 1980s 
and 1990s. With the demands of the gay rights movement, the 
devastation of the AIDS epidemic, and the arrival of a conserva- 
tive “family values” campaign all looming large on the American 
stage, the same homosexual acts that were normalized in earlier 
parts of the century became the material of great psycho-spiritual 
crisis and collective moral panic. A spate of sensationalized “gay 
sex scandals” in the late twentieth century arguably epitomizes 
this transformation, with most of these scandals following a simi- 
lar narrative arc beginning with exposure and remorse, and end- 
ing with self-reflection and religious salvation. According to this 
late-century morality tale, straight white men could “lose their 
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way in, say, the glory hole of a bathroom stall,*° but find it again 
through Christ's love and their wives’ stalwart devotion. 

John Howard's Men Like That, a study of homosexually active 
men in Mississippi between 1945 and 1985, offers a brilliant ac- 
count of these shifts as they occurred in the state of Mississippi. 
Howard shows that prior to the mid-1960s, homosexuality was a 
common and visible feature of life in the South, not as an identity 
anchored in lesbian and gay communities, but as a set of sexual 
practices dispersed through space, from churches to country 
roads, living rooms to highway rest stops. While many queer 
historical accounts have attempted to point to the precise mo- 
ment of homosexuality’s transformation from a set of behaviors 
to an identity category, Howard's study suggests that, for most of 
the twentieth century, both meanings have operated simultane- 
ously, varying across race, class, and place (with men of color and 
working-class men retaining a less identitarian understanding for 
longer than white, middle-class men). As Howard so clearly artic- 
ulates, the twentieth century was home to “men like that—which 
is to say, men of that particular type, self-identified gay males—as 
well as men who like that, men who also like queer sex, who also 
engage in homosexual activity or gender nonconformity, but do 
not necessarily identify as gay.’*' Howard finds evidence of both 
groups of men as late as the 1980s. 

Howard's case studies also mark the evolution of queerness 
from a kind of “nebulous eccentricity” at mid-century, to a fixed, 
dangerous, and often hidden sexual constitution by the 1980s. 
Foreshadowing the growing prominence of homosexual sex scan- 
dals on the eve of the twenty-first century, Howard offers a close 
reading of the case of John Hinson, a white, straight-identified, 
Republican Mississippi congressman arrested for lewd conduct in 
the late 1970s and again in 1981. While a number of scholars have 
analyzed more recent cases of straight-identified politicians and 
religious leaders engaged in homosexual sex, the commentary 
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surrounding Hinson’s case offers an important example of the line 
being drawn in the 1980s between forgivable homosexual behav- 
ior, on the one hand, and unforgivable homosexual selfhood, on 
the other. 

Although Congressman Hinson’s 1970s tearoom participa- 
tion had flown under the public radar, Howard notes that Hin- 
son nonetheless called a press conference in 1980 to confess his 
involvement in two “incidents ...in areas frequented by some 
of Washington's homosexual community,” one at the Iwo Jima 
Memorial (a popular gay cruising spot) and one in a gay porn 
theater—both outside the state of Mississippi. In Hinson’s state- 
ments to the press, he pointedly disavowed homosexuality, de- 
scribing himself as someone who had been in the wrong place at 
the wrong time and had succumbed to temptation. Hinson ex- 
plained that he had made mistakes while suffering a “spiritual cri- 
sis, had sought the forgiveness of God and his wife, and had finally 
put the entire episode behind him. He stated plainly to reporters, 
“Tam not, never have been, and never will be a homosexual. .. . I 
am not a bisexual."** Howard points out that more significant than 
whether or not Hinson himself would later identify as gay (which 
he did)** was the fact that otherwise homophobic white Mississip- 
pians stood behind him, allowing Hinson’ anti-affirmative action 
track record and his “primary identification as a God-fearing Mis- 
sissippian ... [to] dismiss his potential queerness.’*° White con- 
servatives rallied around Hinson and his wife, Cynthia, praising 
him for his capacity to turn his past sins, and his vulnerability to 
urban temptations, into an opportunity for a renewed commit- 
ment to God, family, and the state of Mississippi. As Hinson’s for- 
mer fifth-grade teacher put it, “I know he did that thing, but we 
all make mistakes. He was a little country boy who got up there 
and got into something he couldn't handle.’ Enacting in a public 
forum what countless Mississippians did in church every Sunday, 
Hinson had confessed his sins, and repented. 
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Howard argues that the enthusiastic support for Hinson was 
possible because, even as late as the 1980s, the presumed links be- 
tween homosexual behavior and gay identity were not fully estab- 
lished in Mississippi, or to the extent that they were, they could 
be undone with the overriding logic of sin and redemption. As 
Howard explains, Hinson’s “audience did not necessarily concep- 
tualize homosexuality as a state of being for a distinct, definable 
minority—or if they did, they cast homosexuality as elsewhere, as 
an other-worldly urban phenomenon.” 

And yet, there was certainly a limit to how far Hinson’s white 
supporters would go to forgive his homosexual transgressions, 
and Hinson crossed that line in 1981, when Washington, D.C., po- 
lice arrested him for giving a blowjob to a black employee in an of- 
fice restroom. The response from white Mississippians departed 
dramatically from their previous stance of forgiveness, with many 
calling for Hinson’s resignation. Howard notes that this differ- 
ence can be explained not only by the fact that Hinson’s sins had 
been revealed to be matters of the present (and no longer sins 
of the past), but also by the particular details of the encounters 
themselves: 


The sex acts contrasted sharply. [In the first incident] former 
Marine reservist Hinson attempted to engage in penetrative oral 
sex.... He was an overworked, stressed-out young man looking 
for any receptacle for his pent-up desires. Such male profligacy 
was understood and often accepted in Mississippi. .. . [But in the 
second incident] Hinson’s homosexuality was now undeniable. 
His gender nonconformity—his feminization and consequent 
degradation—complete. Not only was he [orally] penetrated. Not 
only was he the receptive partner in the sex act. He was [orally] 
penetrated by a black male, someone still viewed by many white 
Mississippians as his inferior—if not racially, then professionally 


and economically. Moreover, Hinson’s cross-racial intercourse 
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discounted his conservative racial politics as it evoked the sixties 
cultural amalgamation of queer sexuality and African American 
equal rights.** 


Hinson’s loss of support following his “submission” to a black man 
and his relegation to the ranks of true homosexuals reveal the 
ways in which penetrative masculinity and white homosociality 
remained central alibis for white men engaged in sex with men 
in the 1980s. When imagined to have sought quick sexual release 
from a white gay man in an urban cruising locale (i.e., the first 
incident), Hinson was understood as having given in to an avail- 
able temptation, signaling nothing permanent about his sexual 
constitution. But when it was discovered that Hinson, down on 
his knees, had fulfilled the sexual needs of a black man, he became 
unquestionably queer. 

Since 2000, scandals in this vein appear to have proliferated, 
so much so that, according to sociologist Eve Shapiro, each new 
story “seems to bring a collective sigh among journalists, news 
anchors and cultural critics, as if to say, ‘here we go again.” In 
some of these cases, like the “gay sex scandals” of politicians Mark 
Foley, Roy Ashburn, and James McGreevey, exposure has been the 
impetus for formerly straight-identified men to announce that, in 
fact, they are gay. In other cases, the men involved have responded 
to their exposure with repeated declarations that, in fact, they are 
absolutely not gay. For instance, in 2006, Christian mega-church 
pastor Ted Haggard was revealed to be in a sexual relationship 
with his male massage therapist, but after intensive counseling, 
Haggard was “cleared” by a bevy of Christian ministers, and by 
his wife, who all publically announced their certainty that he was 
now ‘completely heterosexual.’*° Similarly, in 2007, two Republi- 
can senators, Larry Craig and Bob Allen, were both arrested on 
charges related to sex with men in public bathrooms, but both 
men asserted that their bathroom behavior was simply misun- 
derstood. Highlighting again the aforementioned links between 
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white men’s tearoom participation and their fear of black men 
(recall the police officer who warned Humphreys about “trouble 
with the niggers”), Bob Allen famously claimed he offered to give 
a black undercover police officer a blowjob because he feared that 
a threatening black man was trying to rob him. 

Shapiro points out that what is noteworthy about the media's 
treatment of these scandals is the way that reporters and other 
commentators took for granted that these men’s claims to het- 
erosexuality were hypocritical, ludicrous, and tragic. By the mid- 
2000s, commentators could rely on the general public's agreement 
that any man who identifies as heterosexual, and who also has 
sexual encounters with men, must be lying to both himself and 
his family about who he really is. Such a view stands in contrast 
with earlier, more flexible and forgiving interpretations of sexual- 
ity documented by Chauncey, Humphreys, and Howard. Just a few 
decades earlier in American sexual history, these same scandal- 
ous encounters would likely have been understood differently, as 
momentary acts of deviance, as expressions of inexplicable eccen- 
tricity, and/or as mistakes that family and community members 
could agree to forget. 


Into the Future: The Legacy of Normal Sexuality 


This chapter has examined the features of white manhood that 
have rendered homosexuality “not gay” over the past century. 
Normative masculinity (that which is not effeminate), occupation 
of the penetrative role, working-class rebelliousness, middle-class 
respectability, and avoidance of cross-racial intimacy have been 
central among these features. And yet my point in offering these 
historical accounts has not been to tell an “old” story, but to pro- 
vide vital background for what is very much a current story. These 
very same exceptionalizing logics are still in use today, regularly 
brought to bear as both experts and lay people attempt to make 
sense of straight men’s seemingly incongruous encounters with 
homosexual sex. In the next chapter, I investigate contemporary 
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notions about the meaning of straight white men’s sexual encoun- 
ters with other men, and then move to a closer examination, in 
chapters 4 and 5, of the ways in which white homosociality and 
aggressive masculinity function to detach queer meaning from 
the homosexuality of straight white men. 


Here's How You Know You're Not Gay 


The Popular Science of Heterosexual Fluidity 


| F we are to believe contemporary sex commentators, the 
emergence of “the new heteroflexibility” is a sign of the 
times, a sign that points to the ever-increasing complexity of 
human sexuality in the twenty-first century. Sexual identities and 
erotic possibilities appear to be expanding exponentially not only 
for queers (as indicated by our swelling acronym, LGBTQQIAAP’), 
but also for heterosexuals, for whom identities like metrosexual 
and heteroflexible have gained some momentum. These terms 
describe the ostensibly new ways that heterosexuals can resemble 
lesbians and gay men—in their dress, their consumer habits, and 
their sex practices—without being “the real thing.’ As discussed in 
the previous chapter, the history of male sexual fluidity suggests 
that in actuality the lines between straight and gay (both as an 
affect and a set of sex practices) have always been blurry. Instead, 
what is new is the growing certainty that there is a “real thing, 
that a line can be drawn in the genetic or neurochemical sand 
between gay and straight. 

The number of Americans who believe that sexual orienta- 
tion is biologically determined has been steadily increasing, from 
13 percent in 1977, to 31 percent in 1998, to 52 percent in 2010.” 
Much has been said about the political implications of the bio- 
evolutionary science of sexual orientation, and in almost all of this 
commentary it is presumed that the biology/choice debate is of 
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great significance for lesbians and gay men and largely irrelevant 
for heterosexuals. In this chapter I argue against this presump- 
tion, offering as evidence the centrality of a “born heterosexual” 
discourse within the popular and social-psychological justifica- 
tions offered to explain straight men’s sex with men. I argue that 
the story of heterosexuality in the twenty-first century is, in large 
part, a story about the hegemony of bio-evolutionary accounts of 
sexual desire. It is the story of heterosexuals who believe that they 
know who they really are, and what they can and cannot change 
about their nature. And, as such, it is also a story about the capac- 
ity of heterosexuals to pretend, to explore, to mess around and 
mess up, to be fluid and flexible—and then to return home to 
their presumed essence. 

For many if not most gays and left-leaning heterosexuals, being 
“born this way, to quote Lady Gaga's 2011 gay-acceptance anthem, 
has become synonymous with gay rights, and with the project of 
sexual self-acceptance more broadly. This has not always been 
so. During the gay liberation era of the 1970s, gay activists in the 
United States, informed by a broad array of New Left movements, 
emphasized in their campaign literature that mutable differences 
such as religious beliefs and sexual orientation deserve political 
protection. However, as the religious right ramped up its attempts 
to repair homosexuals via violent conversion therapies, gay and 
lesbian activists revised their position. By the 1990s, a consensus 
was built among gay activists that homosexuality, like race and 
sex, is congenital and unchangeable.’ 

Tellingly, leaders of the lesbian and gay movement have been 
transparent about the strategic necessity of this position as a mode 
of gay self-defense. In 2011, the Human Rights Campaign, argu- 
ably the most powerful lesbian and gay organization in the United 
States, issued the following statement to its members: “Being gay 
is not a choice! ... Implying that homosexuality is a choice gives 
unwarranted credence to roundly disproven practices such as 
‘conversion or ‘reparative’ therapy.‘ Such statements infuse bio- 
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logical accounts with an obligatory and nearly coercive force, sug- 
gesting that anyone who describes homosexual desire as a choice 
or social construction is playing into the hands of the enemy. In 
2012, the extent to which gay biology had become a moral and po- 
litical imperative came into full view when actress Cynthia Nixon, 
after commenting to a New York Times Magazine reporter that 
she “chose” to pursue a lesbian relationship after many years as 
a content heterosexual, was met with outrage by lesbian and gay 
activists. As one horrified gay male writer proclaimed, “[Nixon] 
just fell into a right-wing trap, willingly. ... Every religious right 
hatemonger is now going to quote this woman every single time 
they want to deny us our civil rights.”° Under considerable pres- 
sure from lesbian and gay advocacy groups, Nixon revised her 
statement a few weeks later, stating instead that she must have 
been born with bisexual potential. Attempting to remain at least 
partially true to her original position, Nixon clarified that because 
she had the capacity to be attracted to both men and women, to 
be with a woman was, in some way, a choice.° 

The controversy over Nixon's comments makes clear that the 
lesbian and gay movement has largely succeeded in linking gay 
pride and gay rights with adherence to sociobiological narratives, 
and conversely, and perhaps unintentionally, it has also succeeded 
in equating more fluid and/or queer accounts of sexual desire 
with homophobia and collusion with the religious right. As Re- 
becca Jordan-Young contends in the groundbreaking book Brain 
Storm: The Flaws in the Science of Sex Differences, to be critical of 
the notion that gay brains are “wired differently” from heterosex- 
ual brains (and male brains from female brains) is to be “cast as 
not only antiscience, but anitidiversity. ... Once politically sus- 
pect, it is now often suggested that accepting these innate differ- 
ences will encourage a more rational approach to equality.” And 
yet, in many of these debates, proponents of the “born this way” 
hypothesis suggest that it matters less what might be true about 
the constitution of sexual desire than what the political conse- 
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quences of our speech might be. Many lesbian and gay activists, 
including the one quoted above, seemed to chide Nixon not for 
her belief about herself, but her willingness to tell the American 
public that sexual desire is fluid and that sexual orientations can 
change. 

This is the cultural and political backdrop in which hetero- 
sexuals, too, are learning what to think and say about sexual 
fluidity. The many thousands of heterosexuals who followed the 
media firestorm over Nixon's comments learned, if they did not 
already know, that it is politically incorrect to think a gay person 
can change, and by extension, it is offensive to think a straight 
person who becomes gay- or lesbian-identified later in life was 
anything but unknowingly gay or bisexual in the first place. More 
to the point of this book, the science of sexual orientation also 
offers reassurances to those whose sexual behavior is “discor- 
dant” with their sexual identification. The logic of innate sexual 
orientation suggests that we can temporarily experiment, act 
out, or otherwise venture outside of ourselves. As Eve Kosofsky 
Sedgwick has argued, it is not only gay-identified men who are 
kept fearful of homophobic violence; at a much broader level, the 
very maintenance of the sexual binary is kept intact by keeping 
all men uncomfortably uncertain about the line between homo- 
sexual and heterosexual.* Here my aim is to trace the ways that 
biological accounts of sexual orientation—as the foundation of 
theories of sexual fluidity generally, and “situational homosexual- 
ity” specifically—work towards a resolution of this uncomfortable 
uncertainty. 


Were You Born This Way? The 
Neuroscience of Sexual Orientation 


This chapter offers a critical reading of popular and social- 
psychological explanations for the homosexual behavior of 
heterosexuals, and as such, it is beyond the scope of the chap- 
ter—or this book—to offer a thorough review and critique of 
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brain organization studies as they relate to sexual orientation. 
That has been the project of feminist science and technology 
scholars such as Anne Fausto-Sterling, Cordelia Fine, and Rebecca 
Jordan-Young,’ And yet, I do wish to argue that the ever-widening 
circulation of the “scientific news” that we are born with a core 
sexual orientation has produced an equally growing demand for 
accessible ways of conceptualizing what this means in everyday 
life, or what it means for the complex reality of people's sexual 
practices, desires, and identifications. With this aim, I begin by 
briefly introducing the basic premises of brain organization 
research here, as well as summarize Fausto-Sterling’s and Jordan- 
Young's critiques. I rehearse this debate in order to draw attention 
to the ways that the gaps and contradictions in the science of sex- 
ual orientation produce trouble for average people—for those of 
us, like me, who are not neuroscientists—as we attempt to imag- 
ine our own gay or straight hardwiring, where it might live in our 
bodies, and how we might uncover it. What possibilities are we 
offered for personalizing or integrating the scientific evidence? 
What strategies do these scientists and their proponents offer us 
for translating this dense body of brain research into a set of sim- 
ple ideas that can make sense—or not—of our sexual encounters? 

At its foundation, most brain organization research begins with 
the presumption of an essential gender binary in which mascu- 
linizing and feminizing hormones produce masculine and femi- 
nine bodies and behaviors, including the masculine impulse to 
penetrate females and the feminine impulse to be penetrated, 
presumably by males."° According to this logic, high exposure to 
masculinizing hormones produces male-type sexual behaviors in 
women, including attraction to women; conversely, low exposure 
to masculinizing hormones produces female-type sexual behav- 
iors in men, including attraction to men. Let’s take one widely 
cited example of a study in this vein. In 2000, a team of research- 
ers at the University of California, Berkeley, conducted a study 
in which they found that lesbians were more likely than hetero- 
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sexual women to have a “masculine” hand structure." According 
to the study, men have a longer ring finger (fourth finger) than 
index finger (second finger), whereas most women have the op- 
posite or have index and ring fingers of approximately the same 
length. Lesbians, according to the study, are more likely than 
heterosexual women to have male-type hands, supporting the 
researchers theory that lesbianism might be caused by a “fetal 
androgyn wash’ in the womb, or an elevated release of androgyn 
to the brain before birth. That is, when female fetuses are exposed 
to greater levels of a masculinizing hormone, it shows up as vari- 
ous forms of female masculinity, such as male-typed hands and... 
attraction to women. 

The study exemplifies the tendency to conflate gendered em- 
bodiment (hormonally produced signs of what we call “maleness” 
and “femaleness”) with an array of factors that may be connected 
to, but are certainly not determined by, whether one has a mascu- 
line or feminine body. It goes without saying that many lesbians 
are quite normatively feminine, and many gay men normatively 
masculine. I must count myself among those whose queer desires 
cannot be substantiated by the research on lesbian fingers; I re- 
gret to report that I have but only normatively female hands to 
show for myself. I suppose researchers might point out that Iam 
femme, and yet we would be left without an account for my homo- 
sexuality. The point here is that research on sexual orientation— 
itself a concept dependent upon the gender binary—begins from 
the heteronormative premise that masculine people (or men) are 
naturally attracted to femaleness and that normal (i.e., feminine) 
women are naturally attracted to men. It is through hormonal ex- 
cess or deficiency that homosexual desire results. 

But an even greater problem with the science of sexual ori- 
entation is that it seeks to identify the biological origins of gay- 
ness (and, by extension, straightness), as if we all agree about the 
meaning of these terms. To insist that one is born heterosexual 
or homosexual is to engage in science that hinges on a very his- 
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torically recent and specifically European-American understand- 
ing of what being gay means. Is anyone who has ever experienced 
same-sex desire gay? What do we mean by desire? If one needs 
to act on such desires, how many times does one need to do so? 
How much do the circumstances or cultural contexts matter? Is 
the story different for women and men? Do the brains, hands, and 
other body parts of people who identify as bisexual, or of people 
who decide they are gay later in life, look like those of heterosexu- 
als or homosexuals or some kind of hybrid? Do self-identification 
and political affiliation matter, or do only the body and its expert 
interpreters hold the truth about who we are? As Rebecca Jordan- 
Young illustrates, these are precisely the basic questions that have 
plagued the burgeoning field of “sexed brain” research, result- 
ing in three primary measurement errors: overly simplistic and 
contradictory definitions of sexual orientation, which are often 
rooted in early studies of animal behavior and extrapolated to 
human sexuality; inconsistencies in the way homosexuality and 
heterosexuality are measured in men versus women; and lack of 
consensus about how frequently, or to what degree, one must be 
“homosexual” (in acts, thoughts, and desires) in order to qualify 
as homosexual for scientific purposes. 

Another alarming trend in the science of sexual orientation, 
one especially relevant to questions of fluidity and flexibility, is to 
conduct research that measures genital arousal patterns. While 
perhaps not the intention of researchers, such studies have a 
“gotcha!” effect by pointing to discrepancies between who/what 
the research participants report to desire and to whom or what 
their genitals measurably respond. As you may have guessed, 
genital response is interpreted in this research to be true, or at 
least more true, than participants self-reports. In a 2005 New York 
Times article titled “Straight, Gay, or Lying?: Bisexuality Revisited, 
reporter Benedict Carey cites a study in which men who identify 
as bisexual were shown images of both men and women by a 
team of psychologists. As if confirming the enduring stereotype 
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that bisexual men are either “gay, straight or lying” (while women, 
as other studies suggest, are innately bisexual), the researchers 
found that nearly all of the men “were in fact exclusively aroused 
by either one sex or the other, usually by other men.” The article 
emphasizes the rigidity of male desire, missing entirely the oppor- 
tunity to consider that arousal may take multiple forms, some of 
which are not genital, and that genitals may not be the ultimate 
barometer of people's desires nor the final authority on people's 
sexual subjectivity. 

In addition to all of these concerns, and despite the fact that a 
growing majority of Americans believe sexual orientation to be in- 
nate and are now inclined to allude to scientific evidence to sup- 
port this claim, there is no definitive and accessible test that you 
or I can take—at the local clinic, let’s say—to determine whether 
we are authentic, hardwired heterosexuals, homosexuals, or bi- 
sexuals.'* Instead, most people invoke the idea of this research, 
rather than, say, displaying their lesbian fingers as evidence. In 
other words, sexual orientation research has the power to af- 
firm us, but only in the abstract. It encourages us to imagine the 
telltale signs of our sexual essence, signs buried in our bodies, or 
perhaps, if we are “lucky, legible on our hands or in our genital re- 
sponse. We might imagine being research subjects, placed under 
the microscope, so to speak, and then shown the evidence of our 
gay or straight or bisexual hardwiring—our gay brains, our nor- 
mative (i.e., heterosexual) hormonal constitution, or, in the case 
of bisexuals, our balanced genital response to both women and 
men—which would ostensibly affirm and substantiate who we al- 
ready believe ourselves to be. But the truth is that the vast major- 
ity of us will never acquire any of this evidence. 

Presumably, most of us feel no need to seek out the biological 
evidence of our individual sexual constitution because we suspect 
the evidence would be in alignment with our sexual practices and 
identification. But what about those whose sexual practices blur 
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the lines between gay and straight, and cannot be captured by the 
term “bisexual”? What about the straight-identified men who are 
the subjects of this bbok—men who prefer to be partnered with 
women, who are typically repulsed by the idea of a gay life, who 
feel no connection to gay or bisexual culture, and who, in vari- 
ous ways and for a variety of reasons, have sexual encounters with 
men? The possibility of substantiating one’s heterosexual consti- 
tution has especially high stakes for straight men who want very 
deeply to know that they are congenital heterosexuals but find 
themselves concerned about what their homosexual encounters 
and/or desires might be signaling about their nature. These men’s 
wives, girlfriends, and parents—when they suspect their partner 
or son of homosexual activity—also want some concrete answers. 
Gay? Bisexual? Straight? Heteroflexible? Fauxmosexual? Metro- 
sexual? Telling the truth or lying? The demand to know seems in- 
creasingly reasonable in light of the scientific evidence that sexual 
orientation is fixed, and yet, given the proliferation of sexual pos- 
sibilities, and the inaccessibility of neuroimaging or other means 
of viewing inside one’s possibly homosexual body, how is one to 
really know? If only they sold gay tests at the drugstore! 

In lieu of accessible screenings for sexual orientation, a growing 
field of expert psychologists, sociologists, sexologists, journalists, 
bloggers, and other lay people have developed tools that translate 
the elusive biology of sexual orientation into a series of diagnostic 
tools and social-psychological litmus tests used to distinguish the 
authentic, congenital homosexual from the merely fluid, or situ- 
ationally constrained, heterosexual. These experts and commen- 
tators elaborate the seemingly countless circumstances, affective 
states, material needs, and cultural constructs that lead authentic 
heterosexuals to engage in homosexual sex. And, as I will show, 
they do the complex work of demonstrating that even the fluidity 
and unpredictability of sexuality stands as evidence of a natural 
heterosexual/homosexual binary anchored in immutable biology. 


92 | Here’s How You Know You're Not Gay 


Beaches and Skyscrapers: The Diagnostic Imagination 


As we move into the world of expert knowledge about the myr- 
iad reasons that heterosexuals might act out of accordance with 
their sexual natures, allow me to set the scene by introducing a 
frequently cited American commentator on the subject of straight 
men’s homosexual desires. Joe Kort is a white gay psychologist 
and creator of the website straightguise.com," a site dedicated 
to reassuring straight men who have sex with men that they are, 
as Kort declares repeatedly on the site, not gay. Kort, who is the 
author of self-help books for gay men such as 10 Smart Things 
Gay Men Can Do to Find Real Love, has built a successful business 
offering webinars and teleconference workshops concerned pri- 
marily with men’s sexuality and relationships—and with a focus 
on male sexual fluidity. Drawing on his experience counseling 
“thousands of sexually confused men” and their concerned wives, 
Kort believes that there are many reasons why straight men may 
have sex with men, none of which are about homosexuality. As he 
outlines on straightguise.com,” straight men have sex with men 
to work through early childhood sexual abuse; to make money; to 
experience sex acts presumably too kinky for most women’s tastes 
(some of Kort’s examples are anal sex, sex with dildos, and bond- 
age); to satisfy youthful curiosity; to have a first sexual experience; 
to gain access to quick and emotionless sex; to fulfill a craving 
for fatherly attention; to be “worshipped and adored” by men; or 
to enable a sex addiction. Some straight men also have sex with 
men because they are exhibitionists or cuckolds;"* others, because 
they are in prison or the military, and their need for sexual release 
requires that they turn to other men for satisfaction. 

When faced with the apparent contradiction of straight men 
having sex with men, Kort’s authoritative, no-nonsense approach 
helps to make practical sense of the confusion. Theories such as 
Kort’s gained a remarkable level of mainstream media visibil- 
ity in the mid-2000s, helping to shape the way that Americans 
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would conceptualize sexual orientation. Kort has been quoted 
by MSNBC, the New York Times, the Village Voice, and other media 
outlets on subjects such as “Brokeback marriages,’ wives who 
find their husbands’ stash of gay porn,'* and the 2007 spate of sex 
scandals involving heterosexual politicians engaged in covert ho- 
mosexual sex.” In interviews and on his website, Kort not only 
reassures men, their wives, and the general public that heterosex- 
uality is a far more resilient condition than we might think it is, but 
he also clarifies the broader nature of sexual orientation along the 
way. Straight men cannot become gay and gay men cannot be- 
come straight, he explains in a section of straightguise titled “It’s 
Not a Gay Thing, It’s a Guy Thing!” Having sex with men is as much 
a guy thing, to use Kort’s parlance, as other late-modern male 
sexual imperfections like erectile dysfunction, premature ejacula- 
tion, or decreased libido brought on by aging. Yet unlike these sex 
problems, which can now be treated with a panoply of prescrip- 
tion medications, the desire for sex with men requires no treat- 
ment beyond simply understanding what it is, and what it is not. 
For Kort, who is an avid reader of social science literature on 
gender and sexuality, the answer lies in the distinction among 
sexual identity, desire, and behavior. Sexual identity, he believes, is 
our solid and unchanging sexual foundation: “It’s the alignment of 
affectional, romantic, psychological, spiritual, and sexual feelings 
and desires for those of the same or opposite gender. [It] doesn't 
change over time.’ Following the consensus among research psy- 
chologists and others who conduct brain organization studies, 
Kort contends that we may experiment with different desires and 
behaviors, but our sexual identity, which psychologists often refer 
to as “sexual status, remains stable. Kort explains: “The reality is 
that from the start these straight men who have sex with men are 
not gay, and now we have research to prove it... . Orientation is 
innate.’ But in the absence of hard scientific proof about his indi- 
vidual clients, the aim of Kort’s work is to help them determine 
whether their identity is (and has always been) heterosexual by 
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using by using proxy measures, and if it is so determined, to help 
them recognize that this biological fact remains true despite any 
behavioral evidence to the contrary. Once men can stop worrying 
about being gay, they can address whatever other memories, de- 
sires, or feelings might be motivating their homosexual impulses. 
For instance, one of Kort’s clients might eventually be able to say: 
“I see now that I’m not gay; I just want to occasionally be pen- 
etrated by a man who reminds me of my father.’ 

How precisely does Joe Kort, or any other clinical practitioner, 
help men who have sex with men determine whether they are re- 
pressing their core gay essence or simply “acting out”? During an 
interview with Kort, I asked him this question: 


Joe Kort: It’s not academic, but I call it the beach test. If youre sitting 
around on a beach, and you are distracted by images of men or 
women, who are you distracted by? Straight guys aren't interested 
in the bodies of other men. They'll say, “I’m interested in women. 
I’m all about women.’ But gay guys look at guys’ faces, bodies, 
et cetera. Straight guys, they may have a penis fetish, or maybe 
they're into giving blow jobs ... but it’s not about the entire man. 

JW: So, if a client is truly straight, in your determination, does that 
mean he can have any amount of gay sex and still be straight? 
Like maybe even more gay sex than some of my gay friends? 

Joe Kort: Yes. You can have a straight person who has more gay sex 
than a gay person, because it’s not the sex that determines the 
orientation. For gay people, it’s about spirituality, psychology, 


emotionality, romance, and it includes sex. 


For Kort, homosexual orientation is genetic in origin, and mani- 
fests in adults as a same-gender spiritual, psychological, emotional, 
romantic, and sexual gestalt. From this perspective, all or most 
of these elements must be in place in order to signal authentic, 
congenital homosexuality, and sex practices are perhaps the least 
important indicators of homosexual orientation. What Kort’s 
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“beach test” seems to be is an attempt at measuring the compart- 
mentalization of homosexual activities and desires. Instead of 
emphasizing their quantity, as the Kinsey scale does, for instance, 
Kort draws our attention to the reach of homosexual impulses. Do 
they shape how one thinks, feels, and loves, or are they restricted 
to particular circumstances and discrete activities? 

Kort’s “beach test” may seem simplistic and arbitrary, but it 
mirrors other more scholarly but equally imaginative attempts to 
capture the difference between being sincerely gay or straight, on 
the one hand, and participating in a circumstantially homosexual 
or heterosexual act, on the other. In the 1980s, the famous sexolo- 
gist John Money described another kind of test, one he termed 
“The Skyscraper Test.’ In Money's “test, which is more a parable 
about the immutability of sexual orientation than a test that could 
ever be administered in reality, a gay man stands atop the Empire 
State Building and is pushed to its edge by a heterosexual woman 
who is a “crazed sex terrorist.’ She demands that the gay man 
“perform oral sex with her, which he considers in order to save 
his life. According to Money, if the gay man agrees to the straight 
woman's demands, “he would have performed a heterosexual act, 
but he would not have changed to have a heterosexual status.””! 
In both Kort and Money’s accounts, sexual orientation does not 
preclude discordant behaviors, as long as such behaviors are com- 
partmentalized and circumstantial. 

Gay/straight diagnostic tests have their corollaries in popu- 
lar culture, though rarely if ever do these versions acknowledge, 
as Kort does, the possibility that homosexual sex might be a cir- 
cumstantial part of heterosexual men’s lives. Dozens of “Is Your 
Boyfriend or Husband Gay?” quizzes can be found on the Internet, 
most of which ask women respondents questions about how their 
male partners feel about shopping and fashion, what kind of music 
they listen to, which films and TV programs they enjoy, whether 
they have gay male friends, and whether they are ever attracted to 
or have ever kissed men.” Some quizzes offer respondents an ad- 
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ditional assessment tool in the form of pie charts comparing their 
answers to those of other respondents, presumably to establish a 
benchmark for normal straight boyfriend/husband behavior. 

While the “Is Your Boyfriend Gay?” tests typically rely on time- 
worn assumptions about the link between gay male desire and 
female-typical interests, such as shopping and enjoyment of “chick 
films,” tests designed for parents concerned about whether their 
sons might be gay add psychoanalytic considerations to their for- 
mula. For instance, in 20u1, French developers introduced a down- 
loadable Android app, in both French and English, called “Is My 
Son Gay?” The app, reportedly intended by its developers to be 
“humorous, asked parents a series of twenty questions, including 
several not-so-humorous inquiries such as: “Before he was born 
did you wish he would be a girl?”; “Are you divorced?” and “Is his 
father absent?”; “Is his father authoritarian?’; “Is his father close 
to him?” 

In many ways, the content of the “gay boyfriend” and “gay son” 
tests—that is, their presumption of a correlation between gender 
non-normativity, family trauma, and homosexuality—exemplifies 
an older sexual order, one that has seemingly little to do with cur- 
rent discourses on heteroflexibility, metrosexuality, and the signif- 
icance of homo/hetero hardwiring. And yet, the viral popularity of 
these tools—in the form of smartphone apps and Facebook and 
Twitter “shares”—tells a late modern story, one in which the diag- 
nosis of sexual orientation is no longer the sole purview of psycho- 
analysts and other mental health professionals, but also a form of 
do-it-yourself sexology to be taken up by curious or concerned 
wives, girlfriends, and parents. Arguably, hetero/homo diagnostic 
tests for husbands and sons have appeal precisely due to a con- 
sensus that men’s sexual orientations are not obvious—an idea 
that has only recently found its way into the popular imagination. 
These tests, like Kort’s and Money’, rely on the basic premises at 
the heart of the diagnostic imagination: (1) Male sexual orienta- 
tion is hardwired; but (2) men’s true sexual orientation may be 
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masked by circumstantial factors; however (3) the truth can be 
gleaned with the right set of diagnostic tools. 

Kort and Money, along with other inventors of hetero/homo 
diagnostic tools, are arguably working to clarify, albeit uninten- 
tionally, what academic theories of sexuality have left abstract. 
According to the constructionist approach that dominates queer 
scholarship, homosexuality and heterosexuality are not essential 
aspects of the self (biological or otherwise), but culturally and 
historically specific classifications used to explain and regulate 
sexuality and to produce docile sexual subjects. Though con- 
structionism provides us with a crucial understanding of the his- 
torical, economic, racialized and culturally embedded production 
of sexual difference,” it tells us remarkably little about why, within 
a given time and place, some people who engage in same-sex sex- 
ual practices can and do think of themselves as homosexuals (or 
bisexuals, or generally queer/different), while others can and do 
think of themselves as heterosexuals (or normal). 

The diagnostic imagination, in contrast, aims to elaborate 
all of the conceivable circumstances in which men might, out 
of necessity or by accident or as a feature of homosocial bond- 
ing (in the case of straight men engaged in homosexuality) or as 
an adaptation to homophobia (in the case of gay men engaged 
in heterosexuality), act out of accordance with their true sexual 
natures.” It encourages us to understand that some homosexual 
encounters, like straight guys jacking off other straight guys, are 
a temporary and developmental part of young men’s lives, or a 
means of learning about one’s body on the path to adult hetero- 
sexuality. It also urges us to consider an array of intricate “what 
if” scenarios, situations in which homosexual sex could be a tem- 
porary solution to a situational problem: What if a straight man 
was in prison and no women were available? What if a straight 
man really needed money and someone would pay him to have 
sex with men? What if a hot woman would have sex with him if he 
had sex with another man first? What if his superior officer told 
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him that he must do it? What if his fraternity brothers made him 
do it? What if a crazed sex terrorist threatened to kill him if he 
didn't do it? And the list goes on. Mirroring the explosive popu- 
larity of “Would You Rather ... ?” books and games in the United 
States in the late 1990s, as well as reality game shows in which 
participants are pushed to their outer limits (by eating foods they 
find repulsive, for example), the diagnostic imagination plays to a 
contemporary fascination with the ways that people can and do 
break from their patterns, and even break from their presumed es- 
sences, under extreme or unusual circumstances. Its lesson is that 
people can and do stray away from their core sexual orientation, 
precisely because it feels more plausible than ever—in light of the 
evidence of sexual hardwiring—that doing so may be a wild ride, 
but it poses no risk to our basic natures. 


Three Very Special Reasons That 
Straight Men Have Sex with Men 


The rest of this chapter takes a close look at the three broad 
explanatory theories most frequently cited by social scientists 
and mental health practitioners to explain straight men’s “discor- 
dant” homosexual encounters. My hope is to use these examples 
to demonstrate that such frameworks do not simply describe sex- 
ual behavior as it has been observed by social scientists. Instead, 
as these ideas about heterosexuality “trickle down” and circulate 
through popular culture, they also shape heterosexual behavior, 
becoming rhetorical resources or “sexual scripts’ used to recu- 
perate heterosexuality when it has been rendered suspect by 
homosexual contact.” At the individual level, these three scripts 
and their performances—the performances of necessary, homo- 
social, and accidental homosexuality—assist heterosexual men in 
repudiating any queer meanings that might be assigned to their 
sex practices, as well as assist in circumventing gay stigma. At 
the cultural and political levels, their circulation exceptionalizes 
heterosexuality as the domain of untouchable, inconsequential 
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same-sex desire. This also has the effect of preserving queer sexu- 
alities as those in need of state regulation and moral intervention. 
The three scripts I describe here are not discreet but overlapping; 
they offer heterosexual men a range of complementary rhetori- 
cal devices that produce and authenticate male heterosexual 
subjectivity. 

I also introduce the concept of hetero-exceptionalism here to 
refer to systematic efforts to protect and justify the homosexual 
behavior of heterosexuals. Hetero-exceptionalizing discourse 
frames some same-sex desires, namely those possessed by people 
committed to heterosexual normalcy, as exceptions to the general 
rule that homosexuality is punishable by law, social stigma, and/ 
or isolation. It supports, and is supported by, heteronormativity 
in that it expands the range of behaviors permissible within nor- 
mative heterosexuality, while sustaining an underclass of queer 
outsiders subject to violence and discrimination. I return to these 
considerations, and how we might more adequately conceptual- 
ize the homosexuality of heterosexuals, at the end of this chapter. 


Fuck or Die: The Performance of Necessary Homosexuality 


The claim that homosexuality is occasionally necessary for 
heterosexual men is a dominant theme in psychological and soci- 
ological research, especially research on prisons and the military. 
In this body of work, men are reported to “engage in homosexual 
behavior only when [they have] no opportunity for heterosex- 
ual intercourse.”* In 1950s sexology this behavior is referred to 
as “situational homosexuality, but also occasionally described 
by psychologists as “deprivational,’ “ 
and “opportunistic.”’ As gay porn scholar Jeffrey Escoffier has 
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facultative, “functional,” 
argued, mid-twentieth-century research on situational homosex- 
uality aimed to distinguish “the homosexual role” (i.e., authentic 
gay identity) from the situations that would compel non-gay- 
identified men to engage in homosexual behavior.” In line with 
sexological presumptions of the era, the situational nature of this 
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behavior was believed to hinge on its temporal and spatial iso- 
lation to prison cells and military barracks where women were 
presumably inaccessible, and where the hydraulic force of male 
sexuality required release by whatever means necessary. 

In his analysis of gay-for-pay porn performers, Escoffier builds 
on the work of historian Regina Kunzel and other sexuality schol- 
ars to “resuscitate” the concept of situational homosexuality. 
Kunzel and Escoffier aim to preserve the term's original focus 
on social context and non-identitarian homosexual behavior, 
but to replace the emphasis on male libido with attention to the 
evolving ways that particular settings permit or invite homo- 
sexual behavior while limiting access to heterosexual sex. For 
Escoffier, this reformulation allows for an expanded analysis of 
all non-identitarian homosexual behaviors, which have in com- 
mon the feature of being “strongly conditioned by situational con- 
straints whether physical (prisons and jails, ships at sea, barracks, 
men’s restrooms), economic (porn actors, hustlers, homeless 
youth), cultural (immigrants) or social-structural (married men, 
adolescents).’*! 

Here Escoffier sheds some of the essentialist baggage that bur- 
dened earlier work on situational homosexuality. However, his at- 
tempt to broaden the terms reach also reveals the extent to which 
themes of heterosexual constraint and deprivation continue to 
dominate most thought about straight men’s homosexual behav- 
ior. Once reserved for contexts in which heterosexual sex was not 
available or possible, constrained heterosexuality is extended in 
Escoffier’s formulation to men’s restrooms and even to hetero- 
sexual marriage itself. Situations we might call “constrained, like 
being on a ship at sea without access to one’s preferred sexual ob- 
ject, and situations that are perhaps better understood as “oppor- 
tunistic” (to use yet another dated term), like discovering a glory 
hole in the men’s restroom, are largely collapsed here. 

The characterization of all non-gay homosexual encounters as 
situational risks the suggestion that the homosexual behavior of 
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heterosexuals is more circumstantial and rule-bound, and less 
identity-constituting, than the sexual behavior of gay men and les- 
bians (or heterosexuals who are not engaged in homosexual sex). 
A closer look at the elements that shape human sex practices— 
desire, opportunity, material/financial need, intimacy, scarcity, 
production and performance of selfhood/identity, etc.—reveals a 
far less dichotomous line between straight and gay motivations 
for homosexual (or heterosexual) sex. For instance, when hetero- 
sexual men invoke hetero-masculine scripts to account for their 
homosexual sex—male bonding, fraternal belonging, physical re- 
silience, insatiable desire, and so forth—they, too, are engaged in 
identitarian sex; they are engaged in the production of heterosex- 
ual masculinity. Moreover, although institutions like prisons and 
boarding schools provide men with ready-made hetero-masculine 
scripts that make meaning of temporary homosexuality,” similar 
scripts exist outside of these institutional contexts. Creative and 
hetero-exceptionalizing scripts are imagined, reimagined, and 
put to noninstitutional uses in bars and bathrooms and living 
rooms and all other non-constrained (or less constrained) places 
where straight men choose to have sex with men. These less con- 
strained environments are the subject of the next chapter. 

Most importantly, research on situational homosexuality has 
largely missed the opportunity to distinguish between material 
constraint, on the one hand, and the performance of constraint 
and necessity, on the other. By performance, I am referring here to 
the staging of situations in which straight men ostensibly have lit- 
tle choice but to engage in homosexual encounters. This scripting 
of necessity is particularly salient for straight men who are unhin- 
dered by institutional isolation or heterosexual deprivation and 
who, nonetheless, seek male sexual partners. The idea—indeed, 
the fantasy—that same-sex encounters must occur in order to 
achieve a safe, normal, heterosexual end is prevalent within fic- 
tion, mainstream pornography, mixed-gender environments such 
as college campuses, and hetero-erotic discourse more generally. 
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The script of homosexual necessity dictates that straight men 
must sometimes endure sexual contact with other men in order 
to avoid death or violence, to prove their masculinity, to preserve 
their future access to women, and, ironically, to inoculate them- 
selves against sincere, authentic gayness. 

One way to begin thinking about the trope of necessary homo- 
sexuality is to examine how it manifests in the erotic imagination 
of slash fanfiction writers,** whose work is aimed at inventing 
plausible (or, as they call it, “canonical”) reasons that heterosexual 
characters must engage in homosexual sex. Among the most long- 
standing plot devices used for this purpose is a trope called “fuck 
or die,’ in which two heterosexual male characters are forced by 
some unusual circumstance to have sex with each other in order 
to save their own lives. The trope dates back to the paradigmatic 
Kirk/Spock pairing from the 1970s television show Star Trek, in 
which Spock enters “pon farr,’ the eight-day mating period during 
which Vulcans must have sex or they will die from a neurochemi- 
cal imbalance. Countless slash writers, working within Star Trek's 
original description of pon farr, have used the concept to produce 
scenarios in which Spock—often stranded on a deserted planet 
with only Kirk, McCoy, or some other male character—enters pon 
farr and is forced to have homosexual sex to avoid death. 

“Fuck or die” also appears in sexological research as a heuristic 
and diagnostic tool that is premised on the idea that all people 
are capable of acting out of accordance with their core sexual ori- 
entation should a desperate situation demand it of them. Recall 
Money’s sex-crazed terrorist and the gay man who submits to 
her in order to save his life. Although death is clearly an extreme 
consequence that rarely appears outside of fiction and fantasy, 
“fuck or die” remains a useful metaphor for situations in which 
homosexual urgency is manufactured by heterosexual men and 
becomes an alibi for homosexual contact. Consider the following 
snapshots from contemporary heterosexual pornography. In the 
growing and popular genre of “cuckold” films, such as the series 
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Cum-Eating Cuckolds, a straight (and typically white) man discov- 
ers that his wife or girlfriend is cheating on him with a stronger, 
sexually powerful (and typically black) male rival. Feeling emas- 
culated and undeserving of his female partner, the (white) man 
watches her have sex with his rival and is told that he must sub- 
mit to both of them in order to keep his wife, ultimately by ingest- 
ing the other man’s cum from his wife's vagina.” 

This scenario is, of course, a pornographic fantasy, one in 
which white fear of black men lends credibility to the trope of 
homosexual necessity. However, the notion that white men must 
sometimes engage in cross-racial homosexual sex in the name of 
self-preservation is not without its counterpart in the narratives 
of real-life straight white men. For instance, in 2007, when white 
Republican Representative Bob Allen was arrested for offering a 
blowjob to a black undercover officer, he explained that he did so 
because he feared black men: “This [undercover officer] is a pretty 
stocky black guy, and there's other black guys around in the park 
that—you know!” Allen appealed to the white male officers who 
arrested him with what he imagined was his strongest alibi: He 
needed to perform oral sex to save himself from what he must have 
believed was the widely recognized threat of black male violence. 

Another example of presumably necessary intimate contact 
between men can be seen in Shanes World: College Invasion, the 
immensely popular series of college reality porn to which Roll- 
ing Stone has referred as “the new sex ed.’ In the College Invasion 
films, professional female porn stars arrive at college fraternity 
parties and refuse to have sex until the young male students, the 
“frat boys,’ have engaged in a series of feminizing and sexually 
intimate humiliation rituals with one another. Here, necessity is 
marked not by racial fear or threat of violence, but by the appar- 
ently undeniable need for sex with particularly desirable women. 
In Shane’s World, frat boys strip naked, put on pink bras and pant- 
ies, “bob for tampons, scream their assessments of their friend's 
penises (such as the chant “Big fuckin donkey dick! Big fuckin’ 
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donkey dick!” that appears in SW College Invasion, episode 6), 
and stand side by side while receiving blowjobs (from the female 
porn stars), surrounded by a circle of male friends watching and 
cheering them on. According to feminist writer and adult film 
producer Tristan Taormino, similar instances of sexual contact 
between men in heterosexual pornography, such as the “double 
header,’ circumvent queer meaning, given their location within 
heterosexual sex.*° As Taormino explains, the anatomy of the 
double header—in which two men penetrate one womans vagina 
or anus, lubing up together, inserting together, thrusting together 
closely, rubbing their penises together, and ejaculating together— 
raises questions about which form of stimulation (the friction of 
two penises, or the friction of penis and vagina) results in the 
climax shown on film. In each case, the conceit in these films is 
that heterosexual men will “endure” a significant degree of sexual 
contact with other men as a matter of necessity, a sacrifice worth 
making to access sex with women. 

Though such scenarios presume a degree of necessity, they are 
of course fictions manufactured by and for heterosexual men. The 
producers of College Invasion might just as well have cut to the 
sex between female porn stars and frat boys and bypassed the ho- 
moerotic contests and rituals. But this is not what happens, and 
there is evidence to suggest that the pairing of homoerotic humili- 
ation with heterosexual sex is precisely what constitutes the sense 
of “reality” in these films. Sociologist Michael Kimmel’s account 
of fraternity hazing rituals in his book Guyland suggests that Col- 
lege Invasion might be stopping short of revealing the full extent 
of sexual contact that takes place in fraternities, especially during 
initiation. Participation in fraternity hazing rituals, such as the el- 
ephant walk—wherein nude boys are required to walk in a circle, 
linked thumb-to-anus—is given credibility by the presumption 
of necessity. The hetero-masculine peer pressure is presumably 
too great to resist, the desire for male recognition and belonging, 
too profound to deny. In another example, in the “soggy biscuit” 
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(or “ookie cookie”) game, reported to be popular in schools in the 
United Kingdom and Australia, several male participants must 
quickly ejaculate on a cookie and the last to do so, the “loser,” 
must consume it. Internet commentary about the game suggests 
a consensus among straight boys and men that the soggy biscuit, 
like the elephant walk, is “disgusting.” Nonetheless, boys feel com- 
pelled to participate. 

Regardless of the actual frequency with which such games 
occur in fraternities or elsewhere,” they are part of an evolving 
cultural narrative that elaborates the numerous circumstances 
in which heterosexual boys and young men may be called upon 
to penetrate one another (with fingers, penises, or objects) or to 
swallow each other's ejaculate. Given the youth of participants 
and their locatedness within educational institutions, empirical 
evidence of these rituals is somewhat limited (though see testi- 
monials and photographic evidence in chapter 1). Far better docu- 
mented is the ritualized deployment of homosexuality in military 
initiation and training. Numerous court records, investigative re- 
ports, and studies of the culture of the Navy, Coast Guard, and Air 
Force describe young American soldiers and military contractors 
urinating on one another, simulating anal sex and analingus, eat- 
ing and drinking from each other's anuses, and inserting objects 
into anuses—acts committed in the name of toughness, unity, and 
boredom.” In chapter 5 I examine these practices in depth, with 
particular attention to the ways they are “necessitated” by mas- 
culine strength-building, national security, and, paradoxically, 
straight men’s inoculation against real/sincere gayness. 

What do all of these sex practices reveal about straight men’s 
lives? Sociologists have offered them up as examples of the de- 
grading, ‘gross and stupid” lengths that young white men will go 
in order to feel validated, powerful, and part of the male tribe.” 
Other scholars interested in the violent quality and institutional 
embeddedness of these encounters argue that they are better un- 
derstood on a continuum of sexual assault behaviors sanctioned 
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by male-dominated institutions.*° And yet a third approach, and 
the one I emphasize in this book, is to consider their erotic un- 
derpinnings, or to pay attention to the creative ways straight men 
find to touch each other’s bodies while working within the con- 
straints of heteromasculinity, itself a construction arguably in- 
separable from dominance, violence, and grossness.*! While I do 
not wish to diminish the problem of sexual assault between men, 
or situations in which straight men have sex with men out of true 
economic necessity, these situations may well account for only a 
small component of the full range of straight men’s homosexual 
encounters. 

The long history of straight men’s sex with men, and the var- 
ied places where it occurs and the varied forms it takes, requires 
an expansive view, one that illuminates the all-too-often ig- 
nored probability that straight men, as a rule, want to have sex 
with men. And they want to live heterosexual lives. To make this 
same suggestion about women—‘“straight women want to have 
sex with women, but they want to live heterosexual lives”—has 
little impact these days. And yet, the myopia that clouds current 
understanding of male sexuality, and the hetero-exceptionalism 
that sets straight men’s homosexuality apart from the presumably 
more consequential and subjectifying homosexual sex of gay men, 
has all but foreclosed this possibility. 

The script of necessity is one way, and I believed the primary 
way, that heterosexual men negotiate the conflict between their 
heterosexuality and their desire for sexual encounters with men. 
They invent scenarios in which men must engage in homosexual 
sex in exchange for safety, access to women, or acceptance and 
belonging in heterosexual male groups. Necessity—in the form 
of self-preservation or a call to duty (as in the military)—is a 
construct with significant hetero-masculine currency. Far more 
multifaceted than narratives of situational constraint or depriva- 
tion would suggest, necessity involves the complex intersection 
of desire for sex with men, real and imagined external pressure, 
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and the blurry line between the sexual, the violent, and the abject 
within hetero-masculinity. 


The Bonds of Men: The Performance of 
Homosocial Homosexuality 


Unlike the extreme and often desperate situations evoked by 
the trope of homosexual necessity, the trope of homosociality is 
casual and friendly, but also intimate. It too has become a primary 
rhetorical resource used by men to secure heterosexuality while 
engaged in homosexual sex, one organized around the belief that 
hand jobs are sometimes a “less gay” way to be close to men than 
the more intimate and feminized realm of friendship. Homoso- 
cial homosexualities have long been cast in developmental terms 
as a phase, a course of experimentation, a misdirected need for 
intimacy with other boys and young men, and a period of “acting 
out.’ The argument that homosexual experimentation is a natu- 
ral part of adolescent male heterosexual development has a long 
history within developmental psychology and psychoanalysis, 
and has also long been acknowledged (and struggled against) by 
civic organizations for boys, such as the YMCA and Boys Scouts of 
America. Now, in light of scientific reassurances offered to hetero- 
sexuals about the immutability of sexual orientation, homosocial 
homosexuality is increasingly offered as a possibility for adult 
men who may have, in psychotherapist Joe Kort’s words, a “deep 
longing to experience the physical intimacy with other men that 
they are denied in a sexist and homophobic world.” In Kort’s 
view, if straight men can feel secure in the knowledge that they are 
innately heterosexual, and if they can understand that the craving 
for sexual contact with men is not only natural but “manly, they 
can embrace their sexual fluidity without a sense of discordance. 

Joe Kort is not inventing this idea as much as he is synthesizing 
ideas and practices already present within the culture of white 
hetero-masculinity. As I demonstrate in the next chapter, one can 
find hundreds of online personal ads written by people claiming 
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to be adult, white, straight-identified men seeking sex with other 
white men, an encounter they often frame in nostalgic terms, as 
a reenactment of youthful male bonding. The ads describe scenes 
in which straight men will get drunk or stoned, watch sports, rem- 
inisce about their youth, brag about heterosexual conquests, and 
give each other hand jobs and blowjobs. The ads explain that this 
is what “legitimate male bonding” looks like, not to be mistaken 
for “gay bullshit” marked by femininity, love, kissing, the anus, and 
a host of varied and sometimes contradictory gay signifiers. By 
drawing on the model of adolescent friendship, or the natural and 
presumably proto-sexual circle jerk, the ads reframe these activi- 
ties as a kind of sex that bolsters, rather than diminishes, hetero- 
sexual masculinity. Some ads ask explicitly and longingly, “what 
ever happened to the circle jerk?” What happened to that time 
when mutual masturbation defined, rather than threatened, het- 
erosexual masculinity? 

In my interview with Kort, he explained that such desires and 
practices fall neatly within the list of reasons that straight men 
seek sex with other men. Straight men have a need for access to 
quick and emotionless sex and a longing for physical intimacy 
with other men. Such desires do not make men gay, Kort explains, 
but simply struggling to get off and achieve closeness with men in 
a world that makes both difficult. And yet, Kort’s own explanation 
of these needs highlights the tensions between them. On the one 
hand, Kort views straight men’s sex with men as impersonal: 


Straight men are not attracted to men. [They're] thinking, “I’m go- 
ing to get off, get paid, etc.” It’s not personal. They are interested 
in the sexual behavior. It’s not as easy to find women to do these 
things. Courting has to happen. And those women who will [have 
the kind of sex men want] are not attractive. ... He's thinking, “I 
can't get a woman to just have sex with me in a bathroom, or “T 


don’t want to pay [ for sex].”** 
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On the other hand, though Kort assures clients that they can dis- 
tinguish their heterosexuality from homosexuality by recognizing 
that their same-sex desires are motivated by purely sexual (and 
not emotional) needs, this assertion comes into conflict with 
Kort’s explanation of the affective states that give form to men’s 
sexual interactions: 


JW: If it’s just about getting off, then why do these exchanges so 
frequently need to involve some kind of humiliation? 

Kort: Because boys aren't allowed to have intimacy with each other. 
Unlike girls, there’s no going to the bathroom together, no dress- 
ing together, no affection, no vehicle for men to be soft, touch 
each other, etc. It comes out through sexualization and domi- 
nance. Feminizing other men allows them to explore that curios- 
ity. They can sit back and jack-off with another guy, so they can be 
close with another guy. ... Having a best friend is too gay, but sex 


is macho.“ 


Ultimately, Kort places male affection and intimacy at the center 
of his analysis of the underlying reasons that straight men sexual- 
ize their relationships with other men. From this view, both gay 
men and straight men want to have sex with men for erotic and 
emotional reasons. Given this slippage, the significance of biol- 
ogy comes as little surprise. It is only biology that distinguishes 
the two groups at the end of the day, given the absence of either a 
behavioral or psychic sexual binary. 

In addition to speculation about men’s need for connection 
with other men, another common feature of the homosociality 
trope is the presumption that sexual contact between straight 
men is driven largely by the patriarchal imperative to close ranks 
and preserve men’s power over women. In fact, in most analyses 
of male homosociality, homosexual sex is understood to be a rare 
or ancillary part of the homosocial bond. Within the social sci- 
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ences, homosociality describes the ways in which boys and men 
are socialized to respect and identify with men over women, to 
prefer to be in the company of men, and to practice a “bros be- 
fore hoes” ethic of privileging substantive male bonds over the 
sexual function provided by women.” In this view, homosexual 
contact may occasionally be present within straight male bonds, 
but its primary purpose is to bolster the homosocial order. Queer 
studies has taken a somewhat different approach, wherein homo- 
sexual desire is understood to be present within homosocial rela- 
tions, but largely suppressed by homophobia and therefore routed 
through women who become the triangulated objects of men’s 
power and desire.” 

In these approaches, the possibility that heterosexual men could 
engage in homosexual sex for the sake of sex itself drops largely out 
of view. And it is here that we see the force of hetero-exceptionism, 
whereby it is presumed that gay men have sex with men for the 
intrinsic pleasure it brings, while straight men have sex with men 
for largely instrumental reasons (e.g., to meet a suppressed emo- 
tional need, to move through a developmental stage, to secure 
power over women, and so forth). This view is so common that 
many of my savviest interlocutors have responded to this work 
with some version of the question: “Isn't this all really just about 

2?” (fill in the blank here with sexism/anality/dominance/ 
homophobia). Setting aside the fact that we are rarely tempted to 
reduce straight women’s sexual fluidity to a single asexual motive, 
we must consider whether any sexual pairing or fantasy is free of 
triangulated desires, third parties, and instrumental goals. 

Previous investigations of homosociality have largely over- 
looked the ways that homosociality, like necessity, operates as an 
alibi or justificatory script for homosexual behavior. Straight men 
are arguably quite aware of the male-bonding imperative and its 
usefulness as a rhetorical device that elevates homosexual en- 
counters out of the troubled waters of gay identity and into the 
realm of male solidarity. More than simply a description of men’s 
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subconscious and instrumental motivations for sexual contact 
with men, the homosocial narrative is also a fantasy and erotic 
script consciously taken up by straight men to seduce other men 
and to set hetero-erotic scenes. Within the circuits of dude-on- 
dude sex, sex with men is no more or less a “cover up’—or a side 
effect masking the real issue or impulse—than any other kind of 
sexual fantasy. 


Drunk, Dumb, and Unexpected: The Performance 
of Accidental Homosexuality 


A third though lesser common script that undergirds hetero- 
exceptionalism is the script of accidental homosexuality. 
Accidental homosexuality invokes a range of possible situations 
in which heterosexual men make sexual contact with men while 
intoxicated, dumb, or subject to other unusual conditions beyond 
their control. Though it may not seem plausible that such “acci- 
dents” occur with any frequency, the story of their occurrence is a 
common theme in films marketed to boys and men. Such has been 
the material of “bromance’ films, which exploded on the scene 
in the early 2000s, and which depict homosexuality facilitated by 
drunkenness, amnesia, practical jokes, or the stupidity and goofi- 
ness of heterosexual men themselves. Film critics describe the 
bromance as a genre of American comedic films centered more on 
straight male characters’ romance with one another than with the 
women they are presumably trying to seduce. Tellingly, the char- 
acters in bromance films are almost always white. For instance, 
in the 2000 bromance classic Dude, Where's My Car?, two straight 
white stoner dudes, played by Ashton Kutcher and Seann William 
Scott, share an extended French kiss in order to impress Italian 
male model Fabio. Though the kiss is neither brief nor lacking 
in passion, its accidental and meaningless quality is communi- 
cated by the fact that the two dudes are stoned, stupid, suffering 
from amnesia, and caught up in a science-fiction mess with “hot 
alien chicks” who are trying to destroy the universe.” Similarly, in 
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Ben Stiller’s hit film Zoolander (2001), “very, very good-looking” 
but very, very dumb straight male models drink orange mocha 
frappacinos, prance about to George Michael tunes, and sleep 
together in bunk beds. In the mockumentary Borat (2006), two 
straight (white?) Kazakh men unfamiliar with American gender 
norms travel through the United States and happen to be nude 
when an argument breaks out between them, leading to sev- 
eral minutes of naked wrestling and face-to-scrotum contact. In 
Superbad (2007), two dorky and idiotic white high school boys 
hoping to get lucky with their female classmates end up together 
instead, cuddling in sleeping bags and whispering, “I love you...” 
And in Blades of Glory (2007), two equally idiotic straight white 
male ice skaters forge a best friendship while tenderly embracing 
each other—and each other's crotches—on the skating rink. 

Bromance films arguably signal a widening range of ways that 
straight white dudes might inhabit intimate friendships with 
one another. In the next chapter, I closely examine the ways that 
whiteness animates this homosocial narrative, but for now suf- 
fice it to say that homosexual contact is made possible by the 
stupidity, zaniness, drunkenness, lack of cultural awareness (as 
in Borat), and general “loser” status of the straight (and almost 
always white) men involved. To ensure the heterosexuality of bro- 
mantic dudes, instances of sexual and romantic contact are struc- 
tured to be the funniest moments in the films, the moments in 
which homosexuality becomes an accident that could only hap- 
pen to losers and bumbling idiots. 

In contrast with bromance films, television has offered some 
more complex representations of straight men’s desire for other 
men, allowing these relationships to unfold without such overly 
simplistic justifications or slapstick resolutions. For instance, 
on NBC's long-running hit show The Office, the lead character, 
Michael Scott (played by the white male comedy actor Steve 
Carell), is the bumbling, racist, sexist, and homophobic boss at 
the Dunder Mifflin paper supply company. Though heterosexual, 
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Michael has an ongoing crush on Ryan, one of his straight white 
male employees. This attraction is conveyed over several episodes 
as Michael bestows Ryan with the “hottest in the office” award six 
years in a row, gives Ryan a $400 ipod during the office holiday 
gift exchange (despite an agreed upon $20 limit), and continues 
to employ and promote Ryan despite poor work performance. 
Michael's crush on Ryan—and the particular forms it takes (such 
as promotion)—signals the possibility that the “flip side” of rac- 
ism, sexism, and homophobia is the admiration and desire that 
straight white men feel for their kind. 

In a different vein, an episode of the F/X dark comedy television 
series Louie, starring the white male comedian Louis C. K., shows 
the schlubby Louie travelling to Miami for a stand-up comedy 
performance, during which time he meets, and develops a crush 
on, an attractive Cuban American lifeguard named Ramon. Louie 
is straight, and nearly every episode of the show centers on his 
(failed) pursuit of women, but in Miami, Louie and Ramon spend 
an unquestionably romantic day and night together, splashing 
and wrestling in the waves, riding around on a bicycle built for 
one, and taking in the sights and sounds of the city. The cross- 
racial romance and the clear differences between the two men’s 
bodies (Ramon’s strength and muscle tone versus Louie's vulner- 
able fleshiness) hint at a masculine/feminine binary, heightening 
the episode's feeling of “gayness.” The episode ends with an inti- 
mate albeit very awkward conversation between the two, in which 
Louie struggles to express his attraction and Ramon gently rejects 
him. 

Though these television depictions do not rely on the same 
level of over-the-top physical comedy that bromance films de- 
ploy to make clear that homoeroticism is the running “joke,” they 
nonetheless suggest that homosexual desire is most seamlessly 
assigned to straight white male television characters whom view- 
ers already perceive as idiots (like Michael Scott) or losers (like 
Louie). Homosexual desire is easily integrated into the list of 
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tragic or bizarre qualities possessed by such characters, comfort- 
ably chalked up to their generally pathetic constitutions. 

Though distinctly different from the light quality of bromance 
in film and television, similar themes of accidental or unexpected 
homosexuality appear in sexological research on straight men 
who have sex with men. A 2010 study published in Archives of 
Sexual Behavior** reports that some straight male participants 
described their homosexual behavior as “accidental,” or be- 
yond their personal control. One respondent blamed his homo- 
sexual sex on a combination of his methamphetamine use and 
an all-too-convenient bathhouse in his neighborhood. Another 
described having sex with men for drug money, a decision that 
unexpectedly became a kind of gateway to more and more homo- 
sexual contact. Some of the straight male performers interviewed 
in Jeffrey Escoffier’s study about gay-for-pay pornography” echo 
these accounts, describing their pathway into gay porn as marked 
by a series of smaller steps unintentionally leading to a fulltime 
career of having sex with men on film. 

The problem with the trope of accidental homosexuality is 
not that these scenarios never occur, but that their “accidental” 
quality is not unique to heterosexual forms of homosexuality. The 
fact that homosexual sex is unexpected, deeply ambivalent, or 
brought on by altered consciousness is intended in these narra- 
tives to exceptionalize straight people’s homosexuality—to reveal 
its fundamental difference from the ever-so-natural, preordained, 
and epiphanic homosexual experiences of gay men and lesbians. 
And yet, as most queers know, to live under heteronormativity is 
quite often to have one’s first homosexual experiences be marked 
by significant ambivalence, anxiety, awkwardness, or drunken- 
ness (in addition, of course, to arousal, excitement, and other 
more positive sensations). This was certainly true of my own dyke 
coming of age, which began with a performatively accidental and 
one-time-only drunken experiment with a woman best friend, 
then a period of awkward bicurious identification and lesbian 
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ambivalence, then a series of hot though troubled queer relation- 
ships, and finally, twenty years later, a blissful slide into an ad- 
mittedly somewhat homonormative dyke marriage. Nowhere in 
the first several years of my queer history was there a profound 
moment of sexual “rightness” or self-affirmation. The structures 
of compulsory heterosexuality make this unlikely for the queerest 
of us. What I did experience, which gets closer to the heart of the 
difference between straight and queer engagements with homo- 
sexual sex, was the sense that my pursuit of queer sex was guided, 
at least in part, by my investments in queer politics, by my interest 
in queer ways of life, by my desire for a break with the boredom 
of heterosexuality, and by the exhilaration brought on by sexual 
“wrongness.’ My point here is that the fact that straight men (and 
women) are ambivalent about their homosexual experiences is 
not what distinguishes them from, say, a near-lifetime homosex- 
ual like myself. Instead, it is their investment in heteronormativity 
and their strategic and exceptionalizing deployment of the trope 
of homosexual accidents that marks them as truly “not gay.” 


The Binary Fails Again! 


As these examples reveal, accounting for straight men’s sex with 
men demands imaginative scenarios, elaborate frameworks, and 
lists of countless circumstances and situations that diminish 
male sexual agency, leaving men with little choice but to engage 
in homosexual sex. Aside from the evident problem of denying 
straight-identified men an agentic path to homosexual sex, these 
rhetorical maneuvers betray the pitfalls of the heterosexual/ 
homosexual binary more generally. 

For one, they illuminate the fragile and tautological construc- 
tion of heterosexuality and homosexuality. Inventories of the 
exceptional reasons that straight men have sex with men are so 
lengthy and varied that they arguably cover the reasons that all 
people have sex, thereby losing most of their explanatory power. 
Kort’s list of reasons that straight men have sex with men—to 
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satisfy curiosity, to access quick and emotionless sex, to be wor- 
shipped and adored, to achieve financial security, to work through 
childhood issues, and so forth—sounds remarkably like the rea- 
sons that anyone has sex with anyone. What is sexuality, if not 
some complex mix of desire for “intensely arousing but (often) 
shameful experiences, the fulfillment of curiosity, the pursuit of 
opportunity/availability, childhood imprinting, narcissism, eco- 
nomic transactions, longing for parental affection, and/or addic- 
tive cravings? Most explanations of straight men’s sex with men 
focus on the constraints and emotional and sexual needs that 
produce the context in which this sex occurs (such as Joe Kort’s 
emphasis on straight men’s need for access to quick and emotion- 
less sex). But what of the needs and constraints—psychic, mate- 
rial, institutional—that structure gay men’s (or straight or lesbian 
women’s) sexual encounters? Many a gay man has sought out 
quick and emotionless sex with men, or had sex with a man who 
reminded him of his father, or had sex for money, or to feel loved, 
and so forth. The difference here is not what or who is desired (e.g., 
quick and emotionless sex with men), but the presence or absence 
of a rhetorical triangulation with women, or more accurately, 
with heterosexual desire. In accounts of situational homosexual- 
ity, women are presumed to avoid quick or emotionless sex; men 
must turn to other men as a substitute. The triangulated presence 
of women, whether or not the story about womens availability is 
actually true, is what distinguishes the hetero-masculine account 
from the gay male account. In other words, when a heterosexual 
need or impulse is a man’s primary alibi for homosexual sex, he is/ 
becomes heterosexual. His heterosexuality is defined by his invest- 
ment in heterosexuality. Gay men, in contrast, are men who have 
sex with men without an alibi. Despite—but also because of—the 
tautological nature of this definition, it may very well be our most 
accurate and productive way to understand heterosexuality—as a 
construct accomplished not through acts of heterosexual sex, but 
through articulations of investment in heteronormativity. 
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Current explanations for straight men’s sex with men also lead 
us in counterproductive directions by suggesting that gay male 
sex serves a subjectifying function that straight men’s sex with 
men does not. Some accounts indicate that because homosexual 
sex is discordant with heterosexual identity, straight men’s ho- 
mosexual behavior is working against, and not towards, the af- 
firmation of their heterosexual identity. Other accounts suggest 
that straight men’s sex with one another has little to do with 
sexual desire, and more with establishing dominance over other 
men. In both views, homosexual sex is accomplishing something 
else, something other than the expression of sexual identity or 
sexual instinct, such as meeting a repressed emotional need or 
preserving male power. While these accounts are probably not 
without some descriptive merit, they also tend to elide the ways 
that the performance of discordance—or “acting like” something 
we believe we are not—operates to reinforce privileged subjec- 
tivities. Male forms of drag and white forms of black face come 
to mind here, though the subjectifying performance of “fag” be- 
havior by straight men is also well documented. Sociologist CJ 
Pascoe, in her ethnography of a California high school, describes 
straight white teenage boys play-acting at being “fags” (by pre- 
tending to hump or kiss one another), followed by a sudden 
retreat from one another to express collective disgust and dis- 
identification with the boys and men who would really do such 
things.*° Paradoxically, this act of touching one another is an act 
of producing heterosexual selfhood. Such performances enable 
the expression of sexual desire and the experience of sexual con- 
tact between boys while simultaneously reinforcing heterosexu- 
ality. As I demonstrate in the chapters to follow, this dynamic 
extends to adult male encounters in which sexual contact is far 
more extensive and in which hyper-masculine, heterosexual nar- 
ratives infuse the sex acts themselves. Sometimes it is precisely 
the endurance of homosexual sex that demonstrates men’s het- 
erosexual resilience. 
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Lastly, explanations of straight men’s homosexual behavior 
take the awkwardness, shame, and ambivalence attached to these 
encounters as evidence of discordance between self and behavior, 
forgetting that these affectations characterize the terrain of sexu- 
ality more broadly. For example, among the many costs of sexism 
is that sex is often utterly scripted and unsatisfying for straight 
women, and yet straight women’s sexual dissatisfaction is rarely 
taken as evidence that they are acting out of accordance with their 
heterosexual orientation. Similarly, the fact that straight people 
(or gay people) have uncomfortable feelings about, or dissocia- 
tion from, their participation in homosexual sex probably tells us 
less about their core sexual orientations or embodied desires than 
it does about the effects of heteronormativity on people's sexual 
experiences. 

Attempts to explain the homosexual behavior of heterosexual 
men have largely failed to point to any concrete differences be- 
tween the motivations and identitarian functions of the sex that 
occurs between straight men, on the one hand, and gay men, on the 
other. The narrow and near exclusive focus on the circumstances 
in which straight men have sex with men—institutional, develop- 
mental, financial, and so forth—presumes, and then focuses on, a 
conflict between homosexual behavior and heterosexual selfhood, 
thereby obscuring straight men’s agentic, subjectifying pursuit of 
homosexuality. Instead, if we view homosexuality as a constitutive 
element of hetero-masculinity, a central ingredient in the mak- 
ing of heterosexual men, we can then look closely at what homo- 
sexual sex does for heterosexual men, and for heteronormativity 
more broadly. We can illuminate the ways that heterosexual men, 
far from falling victim to an exceptional circumstance, learn to 
resignify homosexual sex as an act of heteronormativity. We can 
come closer, then, to understanding what actually sets straight 
and queer lives apart—not our bodies, or the homo or hetero sex 
they desire and experience, but the relationship of our bodies and 
desires to the pursuit of heterosexual normalcy. 


4 


Average Dudes, Casual Encounters 


White Homosociality and Heterosexual Authenticity 


N the independent film Humpday (2009), written and 
directed by Lynn Shelton, two straight white dudes and 
best friends from college decide to do something radical for the 
sake of art: “bone” each other on camera. Since college, Ben, 
played by Mark Duplass, has married his girlfriend, Anna, bought 
a house and car, gained some weight, and is living a respectable 
middle-class life in Seattle. Andrew, played by Joshua Leonard, 
is an artist and an adventurer, freshly returned to Seattle after a 
long stint of “making art with the locals” in Chiapas, Mexico. The 
film opens with Ben and Anna awakened at two a.m. by the unex- 
pected arrival of Andrew, the antithesis of their quiet and settled 
lives. Ever the hipster with his beard, tattoos, and fedora, Andrew 
shows up and begins to disdainfully survey his friend’s staid life. 
Humpday explores the ways that white hipster masculinity 
pushes back against heteronormativity without ultimately being 
able to untether from it. Andrew, though straight-identified him- 
self, finds Ben’s life, and heteronormativity in general, suffocating. 
And yet the film suggests that Andrew has little intrinsic material 
from which to craft an alternative. Like many a young white bo- 
hemian before him, Andrew resolves this dilemma through travel 
and cultural appropriation. In addition to making art with the in- 
digenous people of Chiapas, he’s spent time learning about herbal 
remedies in Machu Pichu and flirting with a princess in Morocco. 
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These allusions to indigenous and/or exotic ways of life establish 
Andrew's bohemian credentials, but the film focuses more closely 
on Andrew's relationship to yet another figure of Otherness, a dif- 
ferent foil to Andrew and Ben's straight masculinity: Monica, the 
sexy queer/bi/polyamorous white woman (played by the film- 
maker) whom Andrew meets at a café shortly after arriving in 
Seattle. 

The pivotal moment in the film occurs when Andrew and Ben 
attend a queer party at Monicas house. Monica's party is every 
straight persons best and worst fantasy of queerness in Seattle— 
faggy men caressing each other, women with shaved heads, open 
displays of non-monogamy, trance music, lots of wine and weed, 
and a sign on the front door that reads “DIONYSIS.’ Andrew, who 
has developed a flirtation with Monica, relishes being in the mid- 
dle of her queer Bacchanalia; Ben, on the other hand, is uneasy 
but finally settles in at the party, surrendering like a tourist in a 
foreign land. Later that night, when Monica and the other queer 
revelers reveal that they are submitting short films for Humpfest, 
the local amateur porn festival, Andrew drunkenly chimes in that 
he wants to make an “erotic art film,’ too. Ben scoffs at the idea, 
prompting Andrew to call attention to the drudgery of Ben's het- 
eronormative existence: “Don't hate cause you can't play, because 
youre all fucking locked up, ball and chain, domestic style.” After 
some drunken banter about what would constitute a “really radi- 
cal” erotic art film, Andrew tells Ben, “I should just fuck you.’ Ben, 
also drunk and high and now invested in proving that he is as 
down-for-anything as he was in his college days, declares, while 
thrusting at the air, “This is what were doing. You and me, two 
straight dudes, straight ballin’. It’s beyond gay: 

In the light of the next day, Ben and Andrew expect one an- 
other to renege. When Andrew speculates that Ben probably re- 
grets their agreement (“you know, I fuckin’ roll into town and all 
of sudden youre drunk and talking about fucking dudes and your 
wife is waiting at home with a cold dinner that she cooked for 
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us.’), Ben responds defensively: “I’m not as white picket fence as 
you think. ... I would do it and I am not limited because I am 
married....The idea is weird but amazing and it pushes boundar- 
ies and that’s what good pieces of art should do.’ In the name of 
amazing art, the two men agree to have sex on film the next day, 
and in the awkward hours leading up to the big event, they share a 
tender moment reflecting on whether either of them has been re- 
pressing some latent queerness over the course of his life. Exem- 
plifying the ambivalence within hipster heterosexuality, Andrew 
tells Ben that in his world, the world of “artists and travelers,’ he 
feels “almost embarrassed” to be heterosexual. “I wish I was more 
gay, he confesses with a chuckle. 

One of the more instructive effects of Humpday is that the 
nature of the desire that compels Ben and Andrew to have sex 
is not entirely clear, as if often true in life. A New York Times re- 
viewer described Ben and Andrew's motivation as platonic, and 
the film as “utterly lacking in titillation. ... There is no intimation 
of any lurking erotic subtext in their friendship.” And yet, there 
are scenes in the film in which the characters, particularly An- 
drew, gaze extendedly at one another, their eyes glistening with 
longing, their dialogue nearing flirtation. Shelton, the film's direc- 
tor, has described the film as a reflection on the tension between 
straight men’s attachment to their heterosexuality and their love 
for other men—a tension set within a changing culture in which 
homophobia is increasingly “not cool.” The film takes advantage 
of the comedy and poignancy that emerges when straight men 
“want to breakout and be cool and try and sleep with each other,’ 
Shelton has stated.” 

In the long and painfully awkward final scene of the film, Ben 
and Andrew meet in a hotel room to finally have the sexual en- 
counter they have been plotting throughout the length of the film. 
The desire present between them in earlier scenes in gone, and 
each effort they make to begin fucking ends quickly, cut short 
by their endless chatter about whether the sex—and, more im- 
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portantly, the art film they are making—is “working.” They kiss 
and agree they dont like it. They take their clothes off, they put 
them on, they take them off, each time expressing concern over 
whether they are “pussing out.’ They try hugging without shirts. 
They analyze each step. They know they are being too cerebral. 
They agree “to let bodies take over.’ But ultimately their project, 
to fuck for the sake of art, buckles under the weight of their fear: 


Andrew: Art is such a fucking thing. I just think if we're going to do 
it, it has to be like a fucking experience and not just like doing 
it to get through it. It’s gotta be something we do because like, 
FUCK, we didn't think we could do it and we fuckin did it! And I 
don't know how to actually get there and that’s the tricky thing. 
It’s the difference between doing this and fuckin’ bungee jumping, 
dude. Bungee jumping you just walk to the edge and jump and 
you don't have to have a fuckin’ hard-on to bungee jump. 

Ben: I don’t wanna be a pussy, I don’t want to chicken out on this, 
but I can't help thinking what exactly about two straight dudes 
having sex on camera is a great piece of art? 

Andrew: The fact that we picked this as this hurdle was almost ar- 
bitrary. ... It could have been fuckin’ anything, like hiking across 
Bhutan or something like that. 

Ben: When you say something like “hiking across Bhutan,’ I don't 
even know what that is but I know that in the experience of doing 
that we would probably enrich our lives a lot more than fuckin’ 
just trying to tag ass in a hotel room and force it. 

Andrew: We're doing this because it scares us more than anything 
else. I'd be pretty amped to go to Bhutan. 

Ben: There is nothing in this world that I want to do less than what 
were talking about doing. And that’s something. 

Andrew: I guess the question is, is that a reason to go through with it? 

Ben: Something just hit me. I think we might be morons. [Ben and 
Andrew laugh, they get dressed, they say “I love you,’ they part, 
and the film ends—with no sex.] 
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Figure 4.1. Ben (left) 
and Andrew, discuss- 
ing whether or not to 
have sex, in Humpday 
(2009) (http://twitch 
film.com/2012/12/sun 
dance-2013-—10-films-to- 
watch-before-the-fest—- 
dramatic-competition- 
edition. html). 


Though Ben and Andrew do not follow through with their plan 
to have sex, Humpday nonetheless offers a useful map of the chan- 
nels through which sex between straight white men becomes pos- 
sible. While the protagonists may or may not desire homosexual 
penetration itself, what is clear is that they very deeply desire a 
radical break from heteronormative conventions (i.e., the picket 
fence, the ball and chain) and believe that humping another dude 
represents heteronormativity’s coup de grace. Andrew, in particu- 
lar, wants to live on the edge and make intimate contact with dif- 
ference, and as such, he locates his plan to fuck Ben on par with 
his travels in Chiapas and Peru, or the hypothetical trek through 
Bhutan. As Ben and Andrew's hump day draws nearer, they de- 
tach homosexual sex from its identitarian associations (“it’s 
beyond gay”) and imagine a new kind of sex—straight ballin — 
which looks less like gay sex than it does like an extreme sport, a 
character-building hurdle, a foray into foreign territories where 
few straight white men dare to go. While the dominant culture 
may construct gay men as pussies, Humpday reworks the associa- 
tion between bravery and homosexual penetration. “Pussing out” 
means failing to face one’s fear—of bungee jumping, Bhutan, and 
homosexual sex. 

More importantly for our purposes here, Humpday illuminates 
the ways that race and class help to determine how straight men 
might temporarily break free of heteronormativity. For Andrew, in 
particular, the possibilities for homosexual desire are intertwined 
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with a white, middle-class bohemian and imperialist ethos that 
not only compels him toward sexual exploration, but toward 
cross-racial and cross-cultural encounters as well. The force that 
compels Andrew to live among the indigenous people of Chiapas 
is the same force, or so we are led to believe, that compels him to 
bone his best friend. In fact, without Andrew’s tales of living with 
the natives, which establish his credentials as an adventurer, the 
motivation that drives Humpday would be all but lost. It is Ben's 
envy of Andrew's recent exotic and seemingly life-changing expe- 
riences as a traveler that makes Ben willing to take his own leap 
and do something “amazing”’—i.e., defy heterosexuality—while 
Andrew is in town and he has the chance. His desire for Andrew's 
way of life makes the impossible possible. 


White Boys Gone Wild 


Taking Humpday as a point of departure, this chapter takes a tour 
through the spaces—both material and rhetorical—where white- 
ness animates the homosexual encounters of straight white men. 
My aim is to demonstrate that whiteness sits at the very heart 
of white men’s narratives about when, why, and how they might 
find themselves jacking off or boning another dude—to use their 
own parlance. Within popular culture, Humpday is hardly alone 
in its representation of the links between homosexuality and 
straight white male risk-taking. Themes of risk and adventure are 
also evident, for instance, in the prankster genre of reality film 
and television—exemplified by the Jackass television series and 
subsequent spin-off films by the same name—in which straight 
white “bad boys” engage in madcap stunts, often involving travel 
to the Global South and gratuitous dude-on-dude groping (which 
sometimes occurs between the white stars of the films and seem- 
ingly confused native men of color). The genre rests on the notion 
that idiotic and risk-taking white dudes, like Jackass's white dare- 
devils Johnny Knoxville and Steve-O, will do anything for a rush 
and a laugh, including homoerotic tricks involving their own and 
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Figure 4.2. The cast of 
Jackass 3D, from 
Rolling Stone Maga- 
zine, October 2010 
(http://soul8s. 
blogspot.com/2010_ 
10_01_archive.html). 


other men’s anuses, testicles, and nipples. In Jackass, sexual con- 
tact between straight men is reconfigured as an extreme sport, 
akin to placing one’s vulnerable genitals in the path of a hungry 
shark (a stunt that has, indeed, appeared in the films). The films 
invite viewers to celebrate homosexual play among edgy white 
dudes who are so reckless that their homosexual behavior reads 
as a macho display of endurance and self-sacrifice—a homosex- 
ual sacrifice made for the sake of our entertainment. 

In some ways films like Humpday and Jackass appear to repre- 
sent an old story in which straight audiences are invited to squirm 
with discomfort or laugh smugly at white men behaving stupidly 
and queerly, qualities often represented as one and the same. But 
as Jack Halberstam has argued, it is precisely the genre of low- 
brow white male “stupidity films’—exemplified by films like Zool- 
ander, Dude Wheres My Car, and Dumb and Dumber—that has 
the potential to disarm white hetero-masculinity by allowing it 
to be incompetent, ignorant, and forgetful of its own status and 
function. Consequently, such films offer us examples of straight 
white male figures who find themselves kissing and fondling 
other dudes, or otherwise open to the possibilities of sexual and 
gender transgression. As Halberstam explains, when white male 
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idiots are left to their own devices—and not rescued by sympa- 
thetic women or by cultural frameworks that glorify white male 
stupidity (think George W. Bush)—then their stupidity stands to 
“disrupt, momentarily, the fortification of the white hetero male 
body and open it up to other forms of desire-”* 

Such representations also highlight the fact that straight white 
men’s homosexual encounters typically have multiple layers of 
meaning. For instance, when Jackass stars Knoxville and Steve-O 
make intimate contact with each other's genitals and anuses for 
the sake of popular entertainment, their stunts offer to audiences 
not only a classic display of male physical endurance (they have 
very resilient penises and anuses), but also a remarkable display of 
white privilege. White male performers are arguably more likely 
than male performers of color to think they can appear on screen 
as themselves (as opposed to appearing in character) engaged in 
acts of personal humiliation, intimate homosexual touching, and 
full-body exposure, without severe consequences for their careers 
and reputations. And yet, at the same time, Knoxville and Steve- 
O’s white male jackassery also models a way for young white men 
to disidentify with the knee-jerk homophobia of their generation. 
As Knoxville told a reporter for Vanity Fair, “We [the Jackass cast] 
always thought it was funny to force a heterosexual MTV genera- 
tion to deal with all of our thongs and homoerotic humor. In many 
ways, all our gay humor has been a humanitarian attack against 
homophobia." 

Taken together, Jackass and Humpday suggest that homosexual 
encounters between straight white men flourish when adventure 
and physical endurance is valued over self-image; and conversely, 
that gender and sexual transgression is foreclosed when straight 
white men take themselves too seriously (thereby risking ventur- 
ing into dangerous identitarian territory). To return to the final 
scene of Humpday—Ben and Andrew's extensive and obsessive 
reflections on the existential meaning of their proposed sex, as 
compared with the impulsiveness that fuels the homoerotics in 
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Jackass, rescues them from the homosexual experience they both 
admire and fear. Resonant with Halberstam’s suggestion that 
certain forms of failure and stupidity may well represent straight 
white men’s best pathway to gender and sexual transgression, 
Humpday offers an example of two white men for whom the suspi- 
cion that they may be “morons” ultimately shuts down the sexual 
encounter they have worked so hard to imagine. 


Straight White Dude Seeks Same 


Let us now turn from popular culture to the different but none- 
theless performative world of online personal ads—ads written by 
people claiming to be “straight white men” seeking sex with other 
“straight white men.’ In 2005, some friends of mine brought to my 
attention some personal ads they had discovered in the “Casual 
Encounters’ section of the online bulletin board Craigslist Los 
Angeles. The text of one such ad read: 


Str8 guy wants to try BJ tonight... .-27. Ok, Vl make this short. I’m 
up late tonight. I have a girlfriend. But I’m at home by myself now. 
I watch porn and I like when the women suck on big cocks. I’ve 
been thinking about it, and I think Id like to suck one. I’m not at- 
tracted to guys so Id rather not look at you much. Just suck your 
cock. I have a Polaroid and would like to take a pic with cum on 
my face. But this is really only for tonight cuz I’m horny! ... I am 
Caucasian and prefer Caucasian. 


Though my friends and I were/are all queer people of the post- 
structuralist persuasion, we marveled at the suggestion that this 
was the fantasy of a “straight guy.’ We imagined that its author 
was a kinky gay man posing as straight to enact his straight- 
dude fantasy. Some of us considered that perhaps this ad was 
the outcome of a sad and sexually repressed life in the closet. As 
we scanned through three days of Craigslist posts, we discovered 


25 


dozens of similar ads in which “str8”° men were looking for sex 
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with other men. A few weeks later, I revisited Casual Encounters, 
wondering if the impressive number of ads Id seen earlier had 
been a fluke. But there they were again, seemingly countless dec- 
larations of desire purportedly written primarily by straight white 
“dudes’—dudes who were, as they repeatedly proclaimed, just 
average white guys looking to have friendly not-gay sex with other 
normal, average white guys. Photos of jocky looking white guys 
accompanied some of the ads, seemingly included to corroborate 
this description. 

I had questions. Who were these white dudes? Exactly what 
kind of sex acts were they looking for? Why weren't gay men ac- 
ceptable sex partners if what they wanted was to have sex with 
men? How would they know anyway? Did these men need to 
“prove” their heterosexuality to one another, and if so, what meth- 
ods were they using to accomplish heterosexual realness while 
soliciting sex with men? And, perhaps most importantly, why 
had my friends and I been initially so invested in claiming as gay 
a cultural space so decidedly intent on identifying with hetero- 
sexuality? Motivated by these questions, research assistants and 
I collected and analyzed 243 similar ads in the Casual Encoun- 
ters section of Craigslist Los Angeles over the course of 2005 and 
2006.° 

Perhaps what one first notices about the ads placed in Casual 
Encounters is that they are elaborate, often describing sexual 
scenes with a dazzling level of detail. The authors of the ads typi- 
cally identify themselves as white, straight, in their twenties and 
thirties, and seeking sex with men, and then proceed to offer 
numerous hetero-authenticating details, from homophobic dis- 
avowals of gay men, to misogynistic references to violence against 
women, to hetero-masculine props: beer, sports, straight porn. 
Collectively, the ads assert that being straight or gay is not about 
the biological sex of participants, but about how the sex is done— 
the language that will be used (before, during, and after sex), the 
type of pornography that will be viewed, the types of alcohol and 
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drugs consumed, and the agreed-upon reasons for the sex itself. 
The following ads are representative of dozens of similar others, 
in which sex between men is articulated as a casual act of “being 
free to be a man’ that need not have any troubling/gay identitar- 
ian consequences: 


Straight Dude Drunk and Horny. ... Any str8 bud wanna jack?—27: 
Here's the deal. Went out drinking and clubbing, thought I'd hook 
up with a chick, but didn't pan out. I'm buzzed, horny, checking 
out porn. Is there any other straight dude out there who would 
be into jacking while watching porn? ... I'd rather hook up with a 
chick, but none of the CL [Craigslist] chicks ever work out. 


What happened to the cool bi/str8 dude circle jerks?—33. What hap- 
pened to a group of masc[uline] dudes just sitting around strok- 
ing, watching a game, drinking some brews, jerking, showing off, 
swapping college stories, maybe playing a drinking game and see 
what comes up? 


STR8 for STR8 Dudes: 'm STR8 looking to mess around with an- 
other STR8 dude from time to time. Discreet and looking for more 
than one time hookups so if you respond, have the balls to follow 
through with this ad and meet up. 


STR8 Drunk Dude Looking to Get Off: Hi there, Looking to lay back, 
have some beers, etc. and watch some STR8 porn this evening. 'm 
5.10, brown hair, brown eyes white dude. 


Str8 jackoff in briefs outside male bonding edging stroke—34.1 ama 
tall blond built packin’ jockman with a big bulge in my jockeys. Dig 
hanging in just our briefs man to man in the hot sun workin’ my 
bulge freely. ... If you are into jackin’ and being free to be a man, 
let's hang. If you have a pool or a yard to layout and jack freely 
smoke some 420 [marijuana] and just be men, hit me up. No gay 
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sex, I am looking for legit male bonding, masturbating in the hot 
sun only. 


$300 Bucks Cash If Youre STR8 & Goodlooking!! . . .-27. Hey, are you 
str8, good-looking and broke? Are you Under 30 and hella cool? 
Like watching porn and talking bout pussy? You're in luck. 300 
bucks every time we hangout. Be under 30. Honestly STR8. I’m 
mostly str8, great looking chill bro. 


The ads depict a world in which body parts and sex acts (male 
mouths touching male penises, for instances) are not meaningful 
indicators of whether sexual participants are straight or gay. In- 
stead, it is a willingness to identify with and consume gay culture 
that makes others queer, and conversely, it is str8 dudes’ mastery 
of hetero-masculine culture and their capacity to infuse homo- 
sexual sex with heterosexual normalcy that makes them straight. 
This way of thinking about sexuality lends support to a consensus 
within queer studies that queerness is defined not by a presence 
of homosexual sex, but by a refusal of gender and sexual norma- 
tivity, a position exemplified by Foucault's assertion that “homo- 
sexuality threatens people as a ‘way of life, rather than a way of 
having sex.’ Str8 dudes’ straightness is constituted by their way of 
life; it is performed and substantiated through a hyper-masculine 
and misogynistic rejection of queer culture. 

The scenes described in the ads—the props, the costumes, the 
dialogue—capture the drama and spectacle of white male homo- 
sociality. What do young straight white men do together when 
they are engaged in male bonding? They get drunk and stoned, 
watch heterosexual porn, and they talk about “pussy. The ads 
draw heavily upon the model of adolescent friendship, or the 
presumably meaningless and proto-sexual circle jerk. Nostalgic 
commentary about being buddies or “bros” and sharing “legit” 
male bonding experiences constructs dude-sex as a kind of sex 
that bolsters, rather than threatens, the heterosexual masculinity 
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of the participants. Only those who are man enough (e.g., “have 
the balls”) and “chill” enough will want dude-sex, or be able to 
handle it. 

In his book Guyland: The Perilous World Where Boys Become 
Men, sociologist Michael Kimmel depicts “homoerotic” encoun- 
ters between straight white men as developmental, or as a feature 
of a delayed coming of age process wherein the lives of straight 
white boys, from ages sixteen to twenty-six, revolve around binge 
drinking, repudiation of gayness, homoerotic hazing, casual 
sex, porn, and above all, the avoidance of adulthood. Kimmel’s 
analysis suggests that, as a feature of white male adolescence 
and young adulthood, performative homosexual or homoerotic 
contact is ultimately abandoned as white men shift their atten- 
tion to work, family, and ideally, cooperative adult partnerships 
with women (or gay men). And yet, most of the ads that appear in 
Casual Encounters are placed by adult men ranging in age from 
twenty-seven to thirty-five years old, many of whom express an 
arguably romantic sense of lost youth and a nostalgic yearning for 
hetero-masculine sex with other dudes. Indeed, what happened 
to the circle jerks? While young white men in high school and col- 
lege are more readily provided with institutional contexts that 
facilitate dude-sex (competitive sports, dormitories, fraternities), 
adult dudes must find other channels for organizing dude-sex, 
and must work harder to recreate its mood, meaning, and ritual. 

Like a married couple nostalgically recreating their first date, 
dudes set the scene with friendship, beer, weed, straight porn, 
sports, and talk of “bitches” who are out of town or otherwise 
unavailable. Unlike in similar websites for gay men (including 
those frequented by and for “straight acting” gay men), women 
are a central part of str8 dudes’ erotic discourse. Dudes often de- 
scribe their sex as a less desirable but easy alternative to sex with 
women, or suggest that dude-sex is a means of getting the kind of 
sex that all straight men want from women, but can get only from 
men—uncomplicated, emotionless, and guaranteed. In some ads, 
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such as the following, dudes express desire to share in violent or 
objectifying talk about women during their sexual encounter: 


Whackin Off to Porn: STR8 porn. Gang bang. STR8, bi-curious 
masculine white guy lookin for a masculine guy. Get into stroking 
bone with a bud, talkin’ bout pussy and bangin’ the bitch. 


Any Straight/Bi Guys Want to Help Me Fuck My Blow-up Doll???: 
Come on guys ... we can't always pick up the chick we want to 
bone right??? So let’s get together and fuck the hell out of my hot 
blow-up doll. Her mouth, her pussy, and her ass all feel GREAT. 
Just be cool, uninhibited, horny, and ready to fuck this bitch. It’s 
all good here ... lates. 


Given the ways that sexual violence against women is woven 
through the culture of hetero-masculinity, it should come as little 
surprise that misogyny also registers within men’s expressions of 
desire for other men. That fantasies of raping women are easily 
incorporated into dude-sex is, perhaps, one of the clearest illustra- 
tions of its embeddedness within structures of heteronormativity, 
as distinct from gay male subcultures in which misogyny typically 
manifests as the invisibility, rather than the violent sexual objec- 
tification, of women.’ 


But Who Are They Really? 


Before looking more closely at the operation of whiteness in the 
ads, I feel compelled to briefly attend to the question of who these 
men are “in real life,” a question people frequently raise when I 
speak about this research. As I confessed earlier in this chapter, 
my initial reaction to the ads was that they had either been writ- 
ten by closeted gay men or by “real” gay men pretending to be 
straight in order to satisfy a fetish for “real” straight men, or to 
mark their interest in particular masculine codes. These assump- 
tions were fueled by my own default binaristic thinking at the 
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time, as well as numerous stories Id heard from gay male friends 
about their desire to seduce straight men—stories they told even 
as they bemoaned the hierarchy within gay male culture that glo- 
rified “straight acting” gay men. How can one be sure that Casual 
Encounters is not a site in which gay men seduce one another 
vis-a-vis a compelling hetero-masculine gender performance? 
Sexological survey research conducted with straight-identified 
men who post ads for sex with men on Craigslist suggests that, 
in fact, these men quite commonly report actual heterosexual 
identification.* But beyond this empirical substantiation, to claim 
with any certainty that these ads must be, or probably are, writ- 
ten by gay men commits the fallacy this book works against. To 
defer to this common suspicion is to foreclose the possibility that 
straight men do desire men in some of the ways expressed in these 
ads, and to disregard a growing body of research on straight men’s 
homosexual contact and the discursive context in which it takes 
place. 

Similarly, some might argue that the ads placed in Casual En- 
counters are expressions of bisexual desire, and that a failure to 
highlight the bisexuality of str8 dudes reproduces bisexuality’s 
persistent invisibility. Although I agree with the spirit of this con- 
cern, and while it is true that a few men who post in Casual En- 
counters do use the terms “bisexual” or “bicurious, I also note 
that the broader context of their ads almost always suggests 
that “bisexual” is a label they use in lieu of a sexual vocabulary 
to describe the homosexual sex of heterosexuals. Consider this 
ad, for instance, where reference to “bi stuff” appears alongside 
“STR8” identification as a technical description of sex between 
two straight men: 


Laid back STR8 guy seeks same for j/o (jerk off) buddy: Easygoing 
STR8 Caucasian male seeks same—looking for a buddy to stroke 
with who enjoys STR8 porn and sex with women but who is cool 
and open minded. I’m not gay but do like to show off and have 
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done some bi stuff in the past. Interested in jerk off only. I’m in 
shape and attractive, and this is no big deal to me. Don't have 
girlfriend right now and wanted to get off today so hit me back if 
interested. 


As I have argued in the preceding chapters, the primary litmus 
for what counts as heterosexuality versus queerness should be 
the cultural and relational investments of the participants: That 
is, are their same-sex sex practices anchored within heterosexual 
culture and conceptualized through the logics of heterosexuality? 
Or are the participants’ sex practices shaped by queer ideas, queer 
subculture, and queer politics? Because I understand bisexual- 
ity as a mode of queerness, one marked by sexual desire that is 
not gender-specific (or that extends to masculinity, femininity, 
and genderqueerness), it would be troubling to conceptualize as 
bisexual the desires expressed in the ads, as their authors have 
gone to great lengths to circumvent the imposition of this kind of 
queer meaning. 


Staging White Homosociality 


Straightness in Casual Encounters is authenticated not only via 
expressions of homophobia and misogyny, but also through white 
dudes’ disidentification with men of color, their refusal of cross- 
racial desire, and their deployment of white male archetypes—like 
surfers, jocks, and frat boys—which they use to evoke the nor- 
mal, the average, the casual, and the friendly. As such, Casual 
Encounters is an instructive site for revisiting the relationship 
among whiteness, masculinity, and what Eve Sedgwick has called 
“the potential unbrokenness of a continuum between homoso- 
cial and homosexual.” In Sedgwick’s theorization, homosociality 
refers to the continuum of male bonds aimed at promoting men’s 
patriarchal interests and their control and exchange of women. 
Erotic desire permeates male homosociality, but is suppressed by 
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homophobia, and therefore routed through women, taking the 
form of bonds between male rivals or homoerotic training on the 
path to heterosexuality. Sedgwick explains that, unlike the ancient 
Greeks, for whom the relationship between homosexuality (“men 
loving men’) and patriarchy (“men promoting the interests of 
men’) was apparently seamless, men in the modern period sus- 
tain male bonds via heterosexual triangulation, in which desire 
between men is disguised by the centrality of women within the 
popular erotic imagination. Implied in Sedgwick’s analysis is that 
while homophobia was not necessary to maintain patriarchy in 
ancient Greece, the modern figure of the gay man also had no 
corollary within Greek society; it is with the nineteenth-century 
solidification of homosexual personage—and concomitantly, 
the arrival of the heterosexual who must repudiate homosexual 
desire—that the rupture in the homosocial/homosexual contin- 
uum is concretized. 

In light of Sedgwick’s account, what sense might we make of the 
erotic scenes crafted by straight dudes in Casual Encounters— 
scenes that cut directly to egalitarian homosexual sex and bypass 
any unfriendly rivalry between male participants or complicated 
triangulation (at least in the material sense) with women? What 
does it mean when homosociality does not mask or redirect de- 
sire between heterosexual men, but takes on the rhetorical and 
often theatrical function of naturalizing homosexual sex (or ex- 
plaining why only the straightest of dudes are man enough to 
jack off, suck, or fuck another dude)? What mechanisms are now 
available to contemporary straight dudes to recuperate homo- 
sexuality within the bonds of mentorship and friendship, perhaps 
returning to something resembling the Athenian system, even 
as the modern specter of the fag is looming? And what, too, is 
the significance of whiteness for this project, and within a space 
like Casual Encounters, which is dominated by white dudes who 
“seek same’ as their “jack off buds”? How, precisely, does white 
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sociality—namely, white friendship, white fetishism, and white 
forms of racial appropriation—imbue homosexuality with het- 
erosexual meaning? 

Sociologist Michael Kimmel has suggested that when homosex- 
ual contact occurs within homosocial spaces, the sexual nature 
of these connections is largely incidental."° From this perspective, 
when men add sexual contact to their “boys will be boys” tom- 
foolery, sex is but one form of glue that bonds men together for 
the higher purpose of preserving gendered power arrangements 
(i.e., establishing male unity, male hierarchy, and power over the 
feminine and the queer). In sum, sex is a means to a homosocial 
goal. But another and I believe more productive way to read sex 
between straight white dudes is to consider the reverse causality, 
or the ways that men deploy the idea that sex can be an innocent 
or incidental part of heterosexual male bonding—an idea widely 
circulated within developmental psychology—to fulfill a homo- 
sexual longing. It also stands to reason that if possible, straight 
dudes will try to achieve both goals—to make intimate contact 
with their friends’ penises and to make it look like an act of ho- 
mosocial necessity. It is in this effort to achieve both—to fuck and 
to bond—that the performance of homosociality is vital. Hetero- 
sexual men have a limited repertoire for enacting homosexual sex 
outside of the homosocial script; when it comes to homosexual 
sex, there is the gay way, and there is the straight-dudes-bonding 
way, and anything else arguably sits outside of most men’s imagi- 
nations. But the homosocial imperative, or the taken-for-granted 
presumption that men must bond and that these bonds are often 
(temporarily or circumstantially) sexual, lends heterosexual cred- 
ibility to dude-on-dude encounters. It enables homosexual con- 
tact while drawing its meaning from heteronormative logics. 
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The Idealized Homosocial Subject: White 
Surfers, Skaters, Jocks, and Frat Guys 


For a homosocial script to do the work of resignifiying homosexual 
sex as heterosexual sex, it must be convincing. It must be firmly 
couched within understandings of normal friendship and develop- 
mental necessity. And it is here that whiteness, or white realness, is 
an important player in establishing heterosexual realness for white 
men. In Casual Encounters, straight dudes craft ads in which arche- 
types of youthful white masculinity—jocks, skaters, surfers, and 
frat dudes—are presented as paradigmatic “average guys, and as 
the most natural subjects of homosocial bonding. The ads employ 
the hetero-masculine codes discussed previously (beer, straight 
porn, fantasies about sex with women), but they also specify the 
particular white male types that complete the scene: 


Any HOT White jocks lookin to get sucked off ???—23. Hey guys, I’m 
just a chill good looking dude heading down to the area for a BBQ 
and I'm looking for any other HOT Str8 or bi white dudes looking to 
get sucked off. Just sit back and relax and get drained. I’m especially 
into sucking off hot jocks, skaters, surfers, and frat dudes. If you're 
hot and if youre into a hot no strings blow job, then hit me up. 


Seeking a MASCULINE JACK OFF BUD to STR8 PORN—- 29. Hot 
masculine white dude here ... looking for another hot white dude 
to come by my place, and work out a hot load side by side. Straight 
Porn only. Prefer str8, surfer, etc. Not usually into gay dudes. 


EX FRAT JOCK (seeking) JOCK as J/O BUD or MORE. Alpha straight 
jock, 6 feet one. ... Always horny, big shooter, looking for a cool 
str8 dude to kick it with, chill, have a beer, watch some porn, 
maybe stroke our cocks, maybe a massage after a work out. Just 
wanting to check out what messin’ with another hot guy is like. 
(with figure 4.3) 
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Figure 4.3. Original cropped 
photo included with text of 
personal ad. 


The ads convey the friendly and casual mood of dude-sex, a mood 
that is neither romantically intense (as “dates” often are) nor par- 
ticularly raw and kinky (as gay leather bars might be, for instance). 
Dudes relax, they chill, they “shoot the shit” and they kick back. 
There is no stress or pressure, as pervades the military and fra- 
ternity hazing rituals I discuss in the next chapter. In some cases, 
dudes give or receive blowjobs or engage in penetrative sex, but 
often they describe a desire for a more egalitarian, friendly, “side- 
by-side” encounter exemplified by the concept of the “jack off 
bud? 

In ads such as these, heterosexual realness hinges on the believ- 
ability of the homosocial motivation: Is this a gay encounter, or a 
meaningless extension of a naturally occurring male friendship? 
Racial sameness, or white sociality, helps to resolve this question 
by infusing the friendship narrative with credibility. Who are white 
boys’ friends? White boys. What do white boys in California—this 
is Craigslist Los Angeles, after all—do together? Surf, skate, hang 
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out in the frat house. Surfers are a particularly desired type, not 
likely due to the importance of surfing skills during the sexual 
encounter or the desire to actually surf together. Instead, surfers 
(and frat boys) evoke the youthful, heterosexual, white boy next 
door, the kind of white masculinity that is utterly normal, deeply 
American, and decidedly not gay. The surfer or frat boy—unlike 
cops, leather-clad bikers, or even the cowboys fetishized by gay 
men—carries little association with dominance or queer kink, 
at least not in the contemporary period." Surfer dudes and frat 
dudes are simply buddies; their interaction is facilitated by the 
homosocial context of shared sport or fraternal membership, not 
the willful pursuit of gay sex. 

Some of the ads in Casual Encounters accomplish hetero- 
masculine realness by delineating precisely what will be worn, 
uttered, consumed, known, and felt by the participants. For in- 
stance, the ad below, placed by a “str8 guy” who “lives a very str8 
life.” included a much longer script from which I have excerpted 
only a small segment. While whiteness is not explicitly named 
in this ad, its author makes use of many of the white-fetishistic 
tropes that appear in Casual Encounters (i.e., dudes in flip 
flops, tank tops, and shorts; friendship, stupidity, and need for 
initiation). 


You come to the hotel in loose shorts with no underwear on, a 
tank top and flip flops, and when you get there we just kick back 
and maybe have a few beers and shoot the shit to get to know each 
other a little bit and feel more comfortable, then we start talking 
about our girlfriends and girls that we have fucked before or the 
best blow jobs we have had, etc., the whole time acting like we are 
just good friends that are horny. I am kind of dumb and don't have 
a lot of experience with chicks and you want to teach me and help 
me learn more. You then tell me that you are getting really horny 
thinking about all the hot sex you have had and ask me if I have any 
porn we can watch. I put one on and as we watch the porn, you are 
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constantly grabbing your dick and playing with it as it gets harder 
and harder. ... Then you sit down right next to me and you say, 
“dude, you gotta hear this story about this one chick that I made 
suck my dick until I blew my load in her, then you tell me the story 
about it. While you are telling me the story you act it out with me. 


As in this ad, which makes reference to the beloved white-boy 
costume of tank top and flip flops, the demographic and socio- 
political landscape of Southern California is clearly significant 
to the particular imagination of white masculinity that appears 
in Casual Encounters. Los Angeles, simultaneously one of the 
world’s most racially diverse cities and the place where white 
surfer-boy dreams were born, is a rich site for analysis of what is 
possible—what is centered and what is eclipsed—within straight 
white men’s desires for, and fantasies of, heterosexual masculinity. 
For those who actually live in Los Angeles, it takes considerable 
effort to imagine men, and Los Angeles itself, in such narrow and 
homogenous/white terms (e.g., one ad reads: “looking for surfers, 
[and other] LA-types”)—a consideration that is itself an indication 
that straight dudes are engaged in a racial project in which white- 
ness is serving various ideological and representational ends, not 
the least of which is eliding the possibility of cross-racial desire. 
White archetypes are not referenced in these ads simply to iden- 
tify a desired physical type; they also provide an entire cultural 
universe from which to draw heterosexual costumes, scripts, and 
countless other codes for normal male bonding between white 
male subjects. 


Appropriating Black Masculinity: White 
Bros and Thugs on the DL 


While the film Humpday discussed at the beginning of this chapter 
offers an example of upper-middle-class white bohemian forms of 
cultural appropriation, Casual Encounters is a world where white 
men appropriate black masculinity to bolster a working-class 
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expression of heterosexual realness. Some of the white straight 
dudes who place ads in Casual Encounters—like a growing number 
of young white men in general—imagine their hetero-masculinity 
through the lens of “white thuggery, or the white appropriation 
of urban black style. Borrowing on the notion that working-class 
male bonds are among the least likely to be gay bonds, many of 
the ads achieve heterosexual legibility by positioning sex between 
straight men as a display of hyper-masculine resilience and as an 
opportunity to strengthen the bonds of white “thugs.” 

Writers critical of the mainstreaming and white ownership of 
rap have pointed to the ways in which its consumption by white 
youth has bled into other forms of cultural appropriation.” Since 
the 1990s, white executives have marketed mainstream rap to 
white male youth. As Jackson Katz has argued, part of what is 
being sold in this transaction is a compelling model of mascu- 
linity, one ostensibly embodied by black men and characterized 
by hyper-heterosexuality and the capacity to threaten and intimi- 
date other men. Accordingly with marketers’ plans, white boys 
have eagerly consumed rap music and imagery, learning to mimic 
the narrow representation of black masculinity conveyed within 
it. Sex between straight dudes, like other currents of white mas- 
culinity, is shaped by the wide circulation of images that link het- 
erosexual authenticity with black men. While many ads in Casual 
Encounters draw on white archetypes to construct friendly het- 
erosexual realness, others borrow from dominant representations 
of black male style to construct street realness, or male bonds 
organized around toughness and invulnerability. In these ads, 
straight dudes commonly use words and phrases such as “sup?,” 
“hit me up, “aiite,” and “thugged out,” which have been identified 
by African American studies scholars as black slang:"* 


23 y/o white dude party in Hollywood—Hey guys, I’m partyin right 
now at home and have plenty of stuff to share. .. . I’m lookin to 
meet a cool str8 thugged out white dude around my age, who 
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would wanna come over, kick back, watch a lil porn, smoke a lil, 
and stroke off together. I might even be down to deepthroat some 
cock so if you love getting awesome head you should definitely hit 
me back! I'm lookin for someone chill & masculine so hit me up if 
this sounds like you... LATE 


Str8 curious on the DL. Lookin’ to chill—23. Sup? Just looking to chill 
with another str8/ bi dude, into young or older bros type... to 
mess around, not into perverted shit. ... Please be in shape. I’m 
sort of skinny, curious here and haven't really acted on it. Just regu- 
lar sane dude. Discretion a must. Aiite, late. 


As with many forms of cultural appropriation, the black slang 
used by white dudes is fast becoming associated with whites, and 
with young white men in particular. For instance, according to 
the American Heritage Dictionary, “bro, a term commonly used 
in Casual Encounters, is a slang term for “brother” with etymo- 
logical roots in African American vernacular English. However, 
its popular and contemporary usage by young white men in 
California has transformed its local and contextual meaning. 
Contributors to urbandictionary.com, for example, define “bros” 
as: “white frat guys, “stupid white trash guys,’ and “usually white 
young males, found commonly in places like San Bernardino 
County in California, as well as Orange County: 

In this vein, the working-class version of dude-on-dude sex is 
themed around a kind of Eminem-inspired white working-class 
“thuggery, constructed through an in-your-face reclamation of 
“white trash” and homophobic, or anti-gay, sexuality. While some 
ads express desire for “average” working-class men (e.g., “carpen- 
ters, carpet layers, plumbers, construction workers, mechanics, 
truckers, cable guys, delivery guys, overall just a hard working guy 
as Iam. NO GAYS sorry”), others eroticize aggressive “white trash” 
masculinity, such as the following personal ad, which appeared 
with figure 4.4: 
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Figure 4.4. Original photo 
included with text of 
personal ad, cropped by 
author to protect anonymity. 


Str8 fuck a guy in his briefs, masc(uline) man to man fuck, hiv neg 
only. Hey fucks. I need to fuckin lay the pipe in some tight manhole 
today. I am hiv neg [HIV-negative] fuck with rubbers only. I want to 
have a hot packin guy in some tighty whities bent over and on all 
fours takin my dick like a champ. No fems or tweeking pnp [“party 
and play”] dudes. I hate that shit. Only 420 and a hot packin butt. 
Hit me up with your pix and your contact info. 


The author of this ad amplifies his heterosexuality through a 
synthesis of working-class whiteness and what is arguably the 
appropriation of black masculinity through hip-hop slang (“hit 
me up’). White male friendship takes a less relaxed and friendly 
form here, where dude-sex is described as a hyper-masculine 
(“man to man”) daredevil behavior to be endured like a “champ” 
Mirroring the focus on anal resilience in films like Jackass, sex 
between dudes is constructed in the above ad as an extreme 
sport, an exhilarating stunt. Though white male friendship does 
not completely fade from view here (a similar ad states: “lookin 
for str8, bi, surfr, sk8r, punk, military, truckers, skinhead, rough 
trade. ... I’ll give you the best head ever, buddy”), the homosocial 
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is conceptualized differently in these ads. White male bonding 
takes the form of challenge and dominance, and working-class 
white male archetypes—such as truckers, punks, and skinheads— 
are added to the list of potential not-gay types. 


Less Str8, More DL: Desiring Black Men 


Public discourse on “straight men who have sex with men” has 
been highly racialized since the 2000s, a context that undoubt- 
edly informs how straight dudes—such as those posting ads in 
Casual Encounters—can imagine and articulate their desire for 
homosexual sex. The mainstream medias attention to the sub- 
ject has focused almost exclusively on black men “on the down 
low” (the DL), or black men who have sex with men but do not 
identify as gay. Following the publication of a high-profile New 
York Times Magazine article by the white reporter Benoit Denizet- 
Lewis in 2003, titled “Double Lives on the Down Low, ” everyone 
from HIV outreach workers to daytime talk-show hosts (such as 
the hosts of The View) began debating the causes and effects of 
black men’s purported refusal to be “honest” about their sex with 
men. As word of “the down low phenomenon’ spread through the 
media, the sexual fluidity of black men was blamed for rising rates 
of HIV infection among heterosexual women of color,'® a claim 
that persists today despite the U.S. Center for Disease Control's 
official position that “there are no data to confirm or refute publi- 
cized accounts of HIV risk behavior associated with [men on the 
down low].”” One effect of the media's attention to the down low 
is that men of color have become the new public face of the closet, 
inviting speculation among scholars and reporters about greater 
levels of homophobia in black (and Latino) culture.'* Black men 
on the DL have been repeatedly described as “a new subculture of 
gay men’ who are constrained by rigid gender norms and hyper- 
heterosexuality within African American culture.” 

Critics of these discourses have pointed out that the down low 
has the all too familiar ingredients of moral panic: “concealed 
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non-normative sexualities, . .. a pandemic caused by a sexually 
transmitted agent, innocent victims (heterosexual women), and a 
population often accused of misbehavior (men of color).’”° Black 
gay activist and writer Keith Boykin argues that the term “down 
low, applied almost exclusively to men of color, evokes a dark and 
frightening underworld—imagery that reinforces a long history of 
white supremacist ideas about the dangerous or predatory char- 
acter of black male sexuality. White men who have sex with men 
are typically accused of being in the closet, but they are not at- 
tributed the additional layer of ominousness associated with the 
down low. To illustrate the racialized framing of heteroflexibility, 
Boykin has noted that in only one of over four thousand published 
news stories about the 2005 hit film Brokeback Mountain did crit- 
ics use the term “down low’ to refer to the film's main characters.” 
In commentary surrounding Brokeback Mountain, sex between 
straight white men was attributed greater human complexity and 
romantic depth, and approached with greater forgiveness, than 
that of black men: 


If these characters had been black, they would have called this 
movie a film about the down low. Instead, they're calling it a clas- 
sic love story. .. . But make no mistake about it. These men are on 
the down low. The term “down low” is commonly used to refer to 
“men who have sex with men but do not identify as gay: .. . If the 
cowboy boot fits, then wear it. The reason why we dont say they re 
on the down low is simple—they’re white. When white men en- 
gage in this behavior, we just call it what it is and move on. But 
when black men do it, then we have to pathologize it into some- 
thing evil called the “down low’ Therein lies the double standard.” 


Boykin’s juxtaposition of the fear surrounding black men on 
the DL with the celebration of the white romance depicted in 
Brokeback Mountain offers a compelling example of the ways 
that white dominance and black racial oppression have long 
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converged to cast black sexual fluidity as pathological, and white 
sexual fluidity as progressive.” It offers a window into the reasons 
that straight-identified white men may feel greater permission 
than black men to conceptualize their homosexual experiences 
through the lens of normal homosociality. 

Boykin’s critique further draws attention to the challenges 
of giving name to the racial and cultural differences that shape 
straight men’s sexual encounters with other men. Indeed, the 
white cowboys in Brokeback Mountain certainly conform to 
Boykin’s definition of being on the down low, but Boykin himself 
acknowledges that the concept is deeply fraught with pathology; 
in light of this, widening the term’s usage seems a counterpro- 
ductive goal. And yet, by some accounts,” the down low is a vital 
channel for the expression of black pride and an important black 
subcultural formation that resists the whiteness of the lesbian 
and gay movement. But, of course, being on the DL is not the only 
way to embody black pride while having sex with men. What dis- 
tinguishes black men on the DL from black gay men is not likely a 
more developed political critique of whiteness, but an increased 
comfort with black heteronormative culture and the primacy of 
sexual relationships with women (or at least the appearance of 
this primacy). 

This racial and political context—and its implications for 
the language straight white men use to describe their desire for 
sex with other men—is evident in the ads straight dudes post 
in Casual Encounters. In some rare but nonetheless significant 
ads, white dudes’ appropriation of blackness takes the form of 
reference to “the down low,’ Just as white men’s uses of African 
American slang correspond with a less friendly and egalitarian 
formulation of dude-sex in the examples above, the introduction 
of the DL shifts the encounter even further away from the elabo- 
rately scripted scenes of white friendship and towards an encoun- 
ter that is quick, secret/closeted, and silent: 
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STR8 DUDES... White boy lookin for a NO CHAT suck... u lemme 
suck u...—29. Hot dude on ur dick... u fuck my throat and bust 
it.... we never talk. Come over, kick back, pull ur cock out and get 
a kick ass wet deepthroat BJ. Love to deepthroat a hot str8 dude 
on the DL... bust ur nut and split. I'm a very goodlooking in shape 
white dude... totally on the DL... just wanna suck a hot str8 dude 
off, take ur nut... that’s all. My place is kewl. 


SECRET SERVICE HEAD—28. Sup? Looking for bi/ str8 bud who is 
just looking to crack a nut... Just walk in kick back watch a porn 
and get blown...Cum and go... That’s all I am looking for ... Be 
white, under 30, masculine and discreet. This is on the DL... Have 
a girlfriend ... but new to town. 


Here white men do not express cross-racial desire: The first ad 
does not specify a racial preference, and the second ad speci- 
fies that the respondent should “be white.’ But they deploy the 
DL—however inaccurately, given its far more complex meaning 
in black and Latino DL subculture—as a code for quick and mean- 
ingless sex between straight men. 

In another small set of ads, however, some white dudes describe 
scenes in which they wish to have “no strings attached” sex with 
black men on the DL. In contrast with “white seeking white” ads 
that imply sameness, reciprocity, or egalitarianism (let’s stroke 
together, watch porn together, “work out a hot load side by side,” 
etc.), the presence of cross-racial desire, or even black cultural 
formations like the DL, disrupt the homosocial narrative. The 
ads in which white dudes express desire for black men do not use 
terms like “buddy, “bro,” or “man-to-man.” They do not involve 
leisurely exchanges in which dudes will kick back, drink beer, and 
chat about bitches. Instead, they are centered on themes of dif- 
ference, hierarchy, and service, primarily characterized by white 
men seeking to perform blowjobs for big, muscular black men. 
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The ads also highlight the relationship between race and body 
size (e.g., “big BLACK cock,’ “nice big meaty Black guys”): 


Discreet White Deep Throat 4 DL Black—-Size Matters—44. Discreet 
44 yr old white guy lookin’ to service hot Black guys on the DL. ’'m 
hairy, good shape. I’m lookin’ for very hung Black guys who love 
to kick back, watch porn and get their cocks serviced. I really like 
to deep throat big BLACK cock. If you are interested, hit me back 
with your stats and a pic if you have one. .. . I really love very tall 
skinny men, hung huge. 


Looking to suck off big black men, on the DL—White guy here look- 
ing to suck off big muscular black guys. I like them big, over 250lbs 
and muscular. No strings attached. Hoping to meet some men on 
the DL. Got my own place, it’s private and discreet, no strings, no 
hassles, etc. Just want to suck off some nice big meaty black guys. 


Muscled Guy Looking for Str8 or Bi to Service on the Down Low— 
Meet me at the construction site. I will be there waiting for you [in 
the?] dark, service you and leave anonymous. ...Send pic must be 
hot like me... [with figures 4.5 and 4.6]. 


In the images pictured in figures 4.5 and 4.6, white submission 
and Black dominance is also a central theme. An image is included 
that reverses the master/slave relationship (a dominant black 
male, and a shackled white male) and that has likely been taken 
from BDSM-themed” gay porn. While race is not mentioned in 
the text of this ad, the figure of the dominant black male (and the 
submissive white male body) is used to represent the queerer—or 
less normal and natural—white fantasy of the down low. The ads 
suggest that in the black-white encounter, black men are always 
dominant; they receive sexual service, but they do not provide it. 
Within Casual Encounters, friendship, equity, and “normal and 
natural male bonding” are represented as either undesirable or 
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Figures 4.5 and 4.6. Original photos included with text of personal ad. 


impossible across racial lines. The DL requires anonymity, discre- 
tion, and meeting in “dark” places like the “construction site’ In 
straight white dudes’ representations of the black-white encoun- 
ter, cross-racial sex is not an organic expression of homosocial 
bonding or “just being men” The presence of (or desire for) racial 
difference produces a darker, less natural encounter permeated 
with difference and inequality, and concomitantly, queerness. 


Between White Men 


As the late critical sociologist Lionel Cantu elaborated, the social 
science of sexuality has long placed emphasis on the ethnora- 
cial and cultural meanings of sexual fluidity among people of 
color, to be contrasted with the structural and circumstantial 
meanings attributed to white sexualities. Particularly within 
the disciplines of anthropology and sociology, the sexualities of 
people of color, especially outside of the United States, has been 
attributed to both hyper-rigid (i.e., homophobic) and hyper-fluid 
(i.e., not adhering to a natural hetero/homo binary) cultural for- 
mations. In contrast, culture is treated as generally irrelevant to 
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European American sexualities, which are largely understood to 
have evolved in relation to political and socioeconomic develop- 
ments. This can be seen in scholarship linking the emergence of 
modern queer sexualities in Europe and the United States to pro- 
cesses of industrialization, urbanization, and social movement 
mobilization, while, in contrast, the most widely cited research 
on Mexican sexualities, for instance, typically emphasizes the 
way that the particularities of Mexican culture result in an exotic 
system of sexual roles (such as activo/passivo). As Canti demon- 
strates, such characterizations not only elide the political and 
socioeconomic conditions that shape the sexualities of people of 
color; they also remain generally blind to the cultural and racial 
elements of European American sexualities.” 

Straight white men’s sex practices, including their homosexual 
practices, are shaped by the culture in which they are situated: 
namely, the culture of white hetero-masculinity.” Scholars within 
critical whiteness studies have identified several key elements of 
“white culture”: Internalized racial superiority, political and eco- 
nomic entitlement, self-perceptions of normalcy and rationality, 
and ethnoracial appropriation are among its defining features.” 
Cultures of masculinity are also defined by rules and signifiers 
that guide social relations among men and that are intercon- 
nected with processes of racialization. In the United States, nor- 
mative heterosexual masculinity is signaled by the performance 
of invulnerability, the repression of emotions other than anger, 
attempts to establish dominance over women and other men, 
and the glorification of men’s physical strength and authority.” 
Taken together, these aspects of white male subjectivity certainly 
have structural and institutional foundations, but they are also 
cultural to the extent that they are passed down from white par- 
ents to their white male children, reproduced within white art 
and media, and woven through white men’s psychic, social, and 
sexual lives. 
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The ways that these elements of white masculinity shape white 
men’s sex practices is remarkably understudied, with most excep- 
tions focusing on straight white men’s cross-racial desires, or their 
desire for women of color. While I have considered here the cross- 
racial desires of white men, my broader concern has been with 
the ways that straight white men—the paradigmatic figures of the 
normal, average, every man—express desire for the mirror of ide- 
alized white masculinity. In popular culture—such as the films I 
discussed at the outset of this chapter—as well as within straight 
white men’s personal ads, we see what may well be an effort to 
repair the break between homosexual sex and male homosocial 
bonds. This project of restoring the harmony between male ho- 
mosexual contact and male cultural and political dominance— 
the “unbrokenness” Sedgwick describes as characteristic of earlier 
periods in sexual history—requires a return to yet another feature 
of premodern sexuality: namely, the delinking of homosexual acts 
from homosexual personage. For straight white dudes, the path 
to “homosexual sex without homosexuality” is marked by dis- 
identification with gay men, affirmation of men’s investments in 
misogyny and gendered violence, and deliberate deployment of a 
nostalgic homosocial narrative that (re)situates the sexual within 
the realm of normal male bonding. But this project is a tenuous 
one that demands as much supporting evidence as possible, and 
harnessing all signs of normal friendship—especially racial same- 
ness—is at its core. 

Archetypes of white heterosexual masculinity—the jock, the 
surfer, the frat boy—appear in Casual Encounters not simply in 
the context of white men’s attempts to establish their own “aver- 
age dude” subjectivity or to express a preference for white male 
types; they also signify a particular quality of relation between 
white men, one marked by shared normalcy, collective non- 
Otherness, and the not-queer feelings of home, comfort, friend- 
liness, and sameness. Jocks and frat boys are not autonomous 
white male subjects; they evoke “team sports” and “brotherhood” 
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as much as they evoke personhood. They suggest also an insti- 
tutional context that facilitates, if not requires, homosocial (and 
homosexual) contact between men. Sexual forms of male bond- 
ing that occur in the name of sport and fraternity can hardly be 
blamed on an individual male subject; they are a functional part 
of a time-honored tradition. They foster white male unity. 

Given the ways in which systems of white racial dominance 
construct whiteness as natural, invisible, and non-racialized, 
sex between white men is de-racialized by extension, so that it 
seemingly possesses none of the difference or racial fetishism ex- 
pressed in cross-racial sexual encounters. Despite misguided pro- 
nouncements of a “post-racial” era, cross-racial encounters are 
not casual encounters, nor are they encounters in which it can be 
presumed that white men are invested in promoting the interests 
of men of color (nor the reverse, though clearly for different rea- 
sons). While racial appropriation of blackness by whites may ap- 
pear to be an attempt at cross-racial homosociality, actual sexual 
contact between white male bodies and male bodies of color dis- 
rupts the staging of natural male bonding and unity and denotes 
a distinctly queerer space “down low.’ 

This chapter has delved into some of the friendly and egalitar- 
ian features of straight white male relationality—namely, the ca- 
sual, nostalgic, and adventurous modes of white male bonding 
that facilitate, rhetorically, if not materially, not-gay homosexual 
contact. The next chapter takes a dramatic turn toward themes 
of force and humiliation, the arguably less friendly channels of ho- 
mosexual contact among straight men. Taken together, both this 
chapter and the next demonstrate the remarkable range of rhe- 
torical tools available to straight white men to create and sustain 
utterly normal, totally straight, nothing-gay-here environments 
where real men can touch, lick, and penetrate other real men. 


s. 


Haze Him! 


White Masculinity, Anal Resilience, and 
the Erotic Spectacle of Repulsion 


A common refrain about hazing in male-dominated 
institutions, such as college fraternities and the mili- 
tary, is that the homosexual encounters that occur in these 
contexts are not primarily sexual in their motivation, but are 
instead acts of dominance and violence that make strategic use 
of homosexual activity in order to heighten straight men’s expe- 
rience of humiliation and repulsion. Especially in the military 
context, such an interpretation appears logical given the fact that 
there is indeed a blurry line between homosexual penetration 
that falls under the banner of routine hazing of new soldiers, on 
the one hand, and what we would likely agree are cases of actual 
male-male rape in military zones, on the other. Fleshing out the 
erotic meaning of homosexual behavior within hazing is a com- 
plicated task then, because violence, repulsion, and humiliation 
run through both experiences—those that we would likely char- 
acterize as generally consensual and those we would characterize 
as assault. 

Research on military hazing suggests that when male soldiers 
are commanded to eat objects out of other soldiers’ anuses or are 
anally penetrated with hands and objects during initiation cer- 
emonies, they are compelled to endure these acts with visible dis- 
plays of homophobic repulsion and hetero-masculine resilience. 
They take penetration like a champ, to use the straight-dude par- 
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lance introduced in the last chapter. Even as hazing implies a de- 
gree of consent on the part of participants who have temporarily 
abdicated their comfort and dignity in order to gain access to the 
group, the staging and performance of “force” remains integral to 
the experience. The shared understanding that participants are 
being required, in some form or another, to endure something 
to which they would not otherwise willfully agree is a central 
theme within hazing. Akin to the contention by some feminists 
that rape is about power and violence and not sexual desire, one 
might argue that homosexual contact within hazing—presumably 
forced, or at least falling within the previously discussed rhetori- 
cal framework of “fuck or die’—tells us little about the sexual 
fluidity of straight men and more about men’s impulse or social- 
ization to dominate one another by any means necessary (includ- 
ing homosexual touching). 

And yet, in this chapter I argue for a more nuanced reading of 
homosexual behavior within hazing, one that recognizes the com- 
plex interplay of desire and repulsion within the circuits of white 
male heterosexuality. My aim here is to show that the presence of 
power, repulsion, and disgust do not, in and of themselves, signal 
the absence of eroticism or sexual meaning, even as these affective 
states are often used—by men themselves and by commentators 
about male sexuality—to dismiss or obscure the sexual content 
of straight men’s homosexual encounters. Indeed, whether or not 
one “likes” or is “turned on” by same-sex or opposite-sex sexuality 
is typically believed to constitute the evidence of one’s sexual ori- 
entation. But what sense can we make of situations in which inti- 
mate contact is both arousing and repulsive, infused with desire 
and disgust? To consider this complexity, we need look no further 
than heterosexual, male-female attraction itself. At the heart of 
misogyny lies the tension between heterosexual men’s ostensibly 
hardwired desire for women and their simultaneous contempt 
for women’s perceived weakness and inferiority, including the 
unmodified and unclean female body (e.g., women’s “nasty” body 
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hair, “foul-smelling” vaginas, and so forth). Misogyny, or men’s ha- 
tred of women, and heterosexuality, which presumes men’s desire 
for women, coexist more harmoniously than would at first appear 
logical, in large part because constructions of masculinity allow 
sex acts to have a far more complex set of meanings for men than 
for women, extending beyond pleasure and intimacy to include 
dominance, dehumanization, ownership, and violence. 

Central to misogyny is also the construction of women as espe- 
cially easy to defile, always potentially abject. One apt example is 
the figure of “Susie Rottencrotch, a common euphemism in the 
Marines for girlfriends left behind during deployment.' The term 
purportedly has its roots in the U.S. military's venereal disease 
propaganda films, but Marines now conceptualize Susie Rotten- 
crotch more broadly as the name for women back home who are 
simultaneously objects of love and longing, hatred and disgust. 
According to Rottencrotch lore, once-beloved girlfriends, when 
separated from their boyfriends by distance and time, degener- 
ate into manipulative and disloyal sluts, filthy and unclean, “filled 
with cock,’ dangerous in their capacity to distract men from sur- 
vival in the trenches.’ Extending well beyond the military, this 
slippery slope between desire and repulsion runs through ado- 
lescent boys’ stories about sex with girls,* adult men’s accounts 
of the reasons they abuse women,’ gender imagery in countless 
music videos,’ and male philosophers’ accounts of women’s basic 
nature.° 

The point here is that to be armed with an historical, feminist 
view of male (hetero)sexuality is to recognize that it has long 
taken the form of that which is both desirous of, and repulsed by, 
its object. Of course I am not suggesting that men don't feel genu- 
ine love and respect for the women, and men, they have sex with. 
Instead I am arguing that straight men’s sexual track record points 
to a dynamic tension between desire and disdain for that which is 
being fucked, and hence, straight-identified men’s sincere repul- 
sion with homosexual sex and with other men’s bodies does not 
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signal innate heterosexuality any more than straight men’s sincere 
misogyny signals innate homosexuality. That straight men are 
grossed out by men’s bodies, that they appear especially obsessed 
with what is grotesque about their own and other men’s anuses, 
and that they use homosexual sex to humiliate and demean and 
dominate one another are all important pieces of information for 
analysis, but they are not evidence that these acts are nonsexual. 
Instead, as I will argue, dominance, humiliation, anality, and re- 
pulsion are more productively read as having a fetishized quality 
within white hetero-masculinity, one that infuses homosocial set- 
tings with the hetero-erotic. In this sense, hazing—which entails 
all of these elements—is not simply a practice; it is also a hetero- 
erotic trope, one that facilitates access to homosexual activity 
while inscribing this activity with heterosexual meaning. 

To uncover the hetero-eroticism within homosexual hazing ac- 
tivity, this chapter begins with a review of research on U.S. mili- 
tary hazing rituals long known for their use of humiliating and 
“homoerotic” tests of endurance and allegiance. I look closely at 
the nonsexual meanings other researchers and commentators 
have attributed to homosexual contact sanctioned in the military, 
and expand on these analyses by (re)introducing the erotic—and 
more specifically, the hetero-erotic—to our understanding of ho- 
mosexual activity in military hazing. The chapter then follows 
militaristic hazing as it circulates beyond the bounds of the mili- 
tary, starting with drunken “hazing parties’ held by privately con- 
tracted security guards stationed at the U.S. embassy in Kabul (a 
setting arguably within the military industrial complex even as it 
sits outside the formal boundaries of the military itself), and then 
shifting to the representation of military-style hazing in the popu- 
lar series of Internet hazing porn, HazeHim.com. These settings, 
though not subject to the same conditions, nonetheless recreate 
virtually identical scenes, borrowing on military traditions and 
imagery to establish their own heterosexual meaning. “Hazing 
porn, I will argue, offers a particularly powerful example of haz- 
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ing as an erotic trope that facilitates homosexual contact without 
disrupting heterosexual realness. In HazeHim, as in the military 
itself, homophobic outbursts and expressions of disgust and re- 
pulsion signal heterosexuality, offering gay fans of the films the 
opportunity to eroticize what is rarely marked and made visible— 
the sexual culture of straight white men. 

The hazing rituals I discuss in this chapter have been, for the 
most part, created by and for white men. Consequently, the chap- 
ter attends to the ways that sadistic, grotesque, and anus-centered 
hazing mirrors the culture of white American hetero-masculinity 
more broadly, as exemplified by the remarkable popularity among 
white male viewers of TV shows centered on these themes, like 
South Park and Jackass. To the extent that white male entitlement, 
aggression, and grossness have been normalized within popular 
culture, so too has the erotic significance of white men’s hazing 
practices been all but erased or subsumed under the unexamined 
category of “boys being boys.” As a corrective to this erasure, this 
chapter attempts to bring both hetero-masculinity and white- 
ness into view as we consider the meaning of homosexual activity 
within the hazing practices of straight white men. Once largely 
normalized and invisible, the cultural underpinnings of white 
hetero-masculinity—including entitlement, violence, obsession 
with the grotesque, and the nexus of homophobia and homo- 
sexual desire—have recently been placed under the spotlight by 
numerous writers attempting to understand mass shootings and 
other forms of violence committed almost exclusively by young 
white men.’ This chapter builds on these developments. 


Crossing the Line: Homosexual 
Encounters in Military Hazing 


The figure of the male soldier is fraught with contradictory mean- 
ings in the American imagination. Within nationalist discourse, 
he is an exemplar of idealized American masculinity: brave, 
strong, patriotic, ethical, and until very recently, heterosexual 
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and white. Alongside this imagery, countless blockbuster war 
films and media exposés have revealed male soldiers to be tragic 
victims of post-traumatic stress, callous rapists and homophobic 
torturers, and racists capable of demonizing even the young chil- 
dren of the enemy. According to political scientist Aaron Belkin, 
the status of the male soldier is equally riddled with contradic- 
tions within the ideals and practices of the military itself. While 
most research on the culture of the armed forces has pointed to 
the military's insistence that troops disavow all forms of feminin- 
ity and vulnerability, Belkin illustrates in his provocative book 
Bring Me Men that in fact service members are compelled to 
engage in practices coded by the military as both masculine and 
feminine, normative and queer, pure and polluted, vulnerable 
and resilient. The blurring of these dualisms, and soldiers’ con- 
comitant confusion and anxiety about their meaning, has long 
functioned as a tool central to the military’s control and disci- 
pline of troops, Belkin explains. 

For example, while the armed forces glorify impenetrable 
bodies, pristine uniforms, and spotless barracks, they sanction 
initiation ceremonies—such as the Navy's “crossing the line” 
ceremony—involving filth, anal penetration, and rimming (ana- 
lingus). According to anthropologist Carrie Little Hersh, a stan- 
dard element of the crossing the line ceremony is to have “garbage, 
sewage and rotten food ... poured over the wogs (sailors crossing 
the equator for the first time) and into every orifice of their bod- 
ies, including their anuses.”* Hersh explains that wogs are also fre- 
quently required to retrieve objects from one another's anuses, 
initiating analingus. Military researcher Steven Zeeland describes 
crossing the line as a “time-honored, officially sanctioned initia- 
tion ceremony in which sailors traversing the equator for the first 
time may experience cross-dressing, sadomasochistic rituals, and 
simulated anal and oral sex.”? Zeeland elaborates that the Navy’s 
position on acceptable forms of hazing during the ceremony has 
evolved in response to external pressures. For instance, follow- 
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Figure 5.1. The Navy's 
crossing the line 
ceremony (Zeeland, 
Sailors and Sexual 
Identity). 


ing the Tailhook sexual assaults in the early 1990s,"" Navy guide- 
lines were revised so as to prohibit dressing in drag and spanking, 
though they retained the time-honored traditions of lathering 
wogs with Crisco, chocolate syrup, grease or other lubricants and 
ordering wogs to simulate anal intercourse. Other Navy initiation 
rituals described by Zeeland involve sucking olives from the belly 
button of the ship's fattest petty officer and inserting grease guns 
into shipmate’s anuses (now a banned practice). 

Both Belkin and Zeeland make a persuasive case that the 
meaning of homosexual contact in the Navy is fluid, contextual, 
and contested. Drawing on interviews and documents from Naval 
Academy investigations, Belkin concludes that in late twentieth 
century, 
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Male American service members penetrated each other's bodies 
“all of the time.” They forced broom handles, fingers, and penises 
into each other's anuses. They stuck pins into flesh and bones. 
They vomited into one another's mouths and forced rotten food 
down each other’s throats. They inserted tubes into each other's 
anal cavities and then pumped grease through the tubes. ... Pen- 
etrating and being penetrated have been central to what it means 
to be a warrior in the U.S. armed forces. And yet... rape and other 
forms of penetration have implied a range of meanings. In some 
cases, being penetrated is a marker of weakness, subordination, 
and lack of control. In other cases it is an indication of strength, 
dominance, and power. In some cases, it signifies infantilization. 
In others, maturation. ... Some military practices construct being 
penetrated as the ultimate taboo ... others construct it as central 


to what it means to be a real man?" 


Belkin goes on to explain that in many cases, these competing 
meanings are operating simultaneously, resulting in confusion 
and increased compliance among soldiers who are not certain 
whether they have engaged in the right, or hetero-masculine, 
form of homosexual penetration. 

In Belkin’s view, military-sanctioned homosexual contact is 
imposed on men by military institutions, therefore falling some- 
where on the spectrum of sexual assault. The driving force in 
Belkin’s analysis is not men’s impulse toward, or desire for, inti- 
mate contact with other men. Instead, Belkin argues that it is the 
military itself, which incites soldiers to participate in ambiguous 
acts of queerness and then ensures soldiers’ confusion about the 
meaning of these acts. Tellingly, Belkin argues that “U.S. service 
members have confused gay and straight, love and hate, rapist 
and rape victim, anus and mouth, expulsion and retention, rape 
and hazing, friendship and loneliness, literal and symbolic pen- 
etration, and gay identification and same-sex erotic experience. ” 
Though perhaps not Belkin’s intention, this line of thinking im- 
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plies a world outside of the military in which the distinction be- 
tween “gay” and “straight” behavior is quite clear—an idea I hope 
to have cast considerable doubt upon by now. 

But more to the point at hand, the slippage between “rape” and 
hazing in Belkin’s analysis masks the erotic forces at work as men 
manufacture opportunities to touch, lick, and penetrate one an- 
other's anuses. Throughout this book, I make the case that such 
activities occur in too broad a range of contexts to be accounted 
for by the particular logic of any given institution, a point I return 
to later in this chapter. But for now, let us consider for a moment 
how we might interpret “crossing the line,’ or any other ritualized 
form of “simulated anal and oral sex,’ if these behaviors were en- 
acted by a group of women service members, or perhaps a group 
of sorority sisters. Let us imagine scenes in which women pour 
chocolate syrup on one another's anuses and demand that the 
least powerful women among the group must lick it off, or scenes 
in which a row of women are “simulating” cunnilingus as part of 
a time-honored initiation ritual. Even as power is operating in 
such scenes, the absence of a masculinity alibi and the presence 
of women’s purportedly “fluid” sexuality allow the erotic possibili- 
ties of these scenes to come into clearer view. Such has not been 
the case in analyses of straight men’s ritualized homosexual con- 
tact, as pervasive notions about male sexual rigidity and aggres- 
sive homophobia have all but foreclosed any reading other than 
rape, or perhaps “closeted” homosexual identity (often attributed 
to men in the Navy, for instance). 

In contrast with Belkin, Zeeland, whose research is based on 
interviews with gay former sailors and Marines (only some of 
whom were “out” during their period of service), gives attention 
to the pleasurable sensations made possible by hazing rituals like 
crossing the line. While some of Zeeland’s interview participants 
are emphatic that having Crisco applied to their anuses or being 
“humped” by other men was not a sexual experience (but an act 
of submission to a team-building tradition), others found these 
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rituals erotic. Men in the latter group felt sexual excitement about 
“getting fucked,’ being dominated, and even engaging in gross-out 
contests, but explained that this sexual response was not gay, as 
it might appear in civilian contexts, but erotically charged pre- 
cisely because of its association with hyper-heterosexual mascu- 
line endurance. One of Zeeland’s interviewees, Eddy, reports that 
he found crossing the line “fun, in part because he could not be 
“broken, as was the intention of the ritual: 


I thought I was going to hate it, but I had fun. Some people quit, 
the people who couldn't take it anymore, men who were crying... 
it’s really degrading. I had food all over me. I had Crisco oil poured 
on my face. ... Everyone thought I was going to break down. Every- 
one. All the straight people. “We're going to break you.’ ... [A guy] 
was behind me... humping me... this supposedly straight guy.... 
But that wasn't unusual, because everyone was doing that that 
day. Wog day is a day for everyone to have fun, and if anyone ever 
thought about any kind of homosexual tendency, they could do 
what they wanted to do without anyone even thinking about it.” 


Mirroring some of the narratives explored in the previous chapter, 
such accounts illuminate the powerful ways in which hetero- 
masculine brotherhood rituals recode intimate bodily contact 
appearing to be both “gay” and “repulsive, repackaging it as a 
potentially pleasurable opportunity to display one’s masculinity. 
Although Zeeland’s research subjects are men who identify as 
gay and bisexual, their accounts of sex with straight men while 
out at sea suggest numerous nonobligatory and consensual sce- 
narios in which straight men seek out sex with men. Stories such 
as the following appear over and over again in Zeeland’s research: 


If he didn’t want it he could have really beaten me up, and I don't 
know whether it was the fact that he was drunk that he let me 
come on to him.... But we did have ... oral sex. He gave me oral sex, 
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I gave him oral sex. It was great. ... We still keep in touch. ... He's 
engaged to marry this girl he’s been dating for a while. (Anthony) 


One of my good friends... is married and has children, and... 
is totally straight . .. in fact, he looks down on gay people. ... We 
went to a port in Australia and he didn't want to sleep with a girl 
because he thought it would be cheating on his wife. So he had sex 
with another man.... We all saw it happen. He didn’t think twice 
about it. (Eddy) 


There was a lot of [straight guys] I had to say “no” to cause I was 
like, “what do you all take me for?” ... I knew their attitude toward 
gays, or fags, or whatever theyd say. Then when they got drunk 
they want to come back and get their dick sucked. (Trent) 


In fact, in many cases, when homosexual contact was coerced, it 
was gay men who felt pressured by straight men to have sex. As 
Anthony explained, “when youre the sea bitch, or what some guys 
also called the sea pussy, it’s expected of you to perform sexual 
favors ... whether you feel like it or not. Youre going to suck their 
dick or jerk them off. ... Straight guys, married guys.’ 

In contrast with Belkin’s account, Zeeland’s research lends it- 
self to viewing the military as a kind of opportunity structure, a 
term used by sociologists to describe external factors that con- 
verge to create conditions for collective action. From this point of 
view, the military does not incite homosexual contact to confuse 
troops, but rather it provides a logic (masculine resilience) and a 
setting (isolation, such as while at sea) that facilitates and recu- 
perates homosexual encounters, for both straight and gay service 
members. As one of Zeeland’s interviewees, a Navy lieutenant, 
explains, “on submarines they have a joke that ‘it’s only queer if 
youre tied to the pier: In other words, out at sea sex is okay, but 
once youre in port, you cant talk about that, or they'll throw you 
out for it." Viewing the military as a sexual opportunity structure 
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recognizes the significance of the circumstances in which men 
engage in homosexual activity, but does not foreclose straight 
men’s erotic agency as pursuers of homosexuality. 

Regardless of how one interprets rituals like crossing the line, 
the normalized, military-sanctioned role of penetration within 
military contexts remains remarkable given the simultaneous ex- 
istence of a powerful penetration taboo within the Armed Forces. 
Belkin convincingly demonstrates that this taboo is rooted in 
timeworn discourses linking warrior masculinity with sealed-up, 
leak-proof, impenetrable bodies, to be contrasted with the vul- 
nerable, leaky, penetrable bodies of women and the enemy. Im- 
penetrability carries more than sexual meaning; it is also about 
safeguarding the body from bullets, shrapnel, and other penetrat- 
ing objects with lethal consequences. And yet, as Belkin illumi- 
nates, the penetration taboo is “flexible” in the presence of two 
forces: first, violent forms of initiation, and second, extreme and 
performative grossness/repulsion (such as is central to the cross- 
ing the line ceremony). Zeeland’s research suggests the additional 
force of isolation: It’s not queer when one is out at sea or in the 
trenches, presumably without access to women sex partners. 

These forces have the power to resignify homosexual contact as 
hyper-masculine, resilient, and exceptional. With these forces in 
operation, being penetrated takes on new meaning as it is imbued 
with the power to toughen up the male body and put the male 
character to an extreme test. It offers men the opportunity to en- 
dure homosexual penetration and then stand up, unbroken. At its 
best, penetration by one’s fellow soldiers inoculates men against 
the ever-looming threat of truly queer penetration by the enemy. 

Understandably, military researchers like Belkin and Zeeland 
do not address the extent to which these resignifying narratives—- 
i.e., homosexual sex is not gay when it occurs in the context of 
force or hazing; homosexual sex is not gay when it is paired with 
rotten food and all things vile; homosexual sex is not gay when 
it happens under conditions of isolation—have rhetorical power 
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beyond the military context. Like most researchers focused on the 
institutional contexts in which heterosexuals engage in homo- 
sexual sex, both Belkin and Zeeland exceptionalize the military, 
viewing straight men’s engagement with homosexuality as a sign 
of the military's unusually complex and contradictory gender and 
sexual order, or its uniqueness as an institution providing just the 
right material and rhetorical conditions to bring out men’s poten- 
tial for homosexual desire. 

Here I take a more expanded view that it is not male-dominated 
total institutions like prisons and the military that are particularly 
contradictory and complex in their conceptualization of sexuality, 
but that it is heterosexuality itself—including and especially male 
heterosexuality—that is contradictory and complex. Total institu- 
tions do not teach straight men how to behave homosexually, just 
as straight women do not need to go to prison to learn how to kiss 
other women on the dance floor at their local club. Straight boys 
and men, I believe, already have all of the information and pro- 
clivities they need to manufacture situations that facilitate homo- 
sexual (and heterosexual) activity. Institutional hazing—wherein 
one sets up the opportunity for powerful men to order less pow- 
erful men to touch each other's anuses, for instance—is but one 
of the justificatory tropes that facilitates these encounters and 
divorces them from gay/identitarian consequences. As discussed 
in previous chapters, to “endure” abject homosexual penetration, 
to take it like a champ or a warrior, to surrender to blood, shit, 
and penises so as to demonstrate one’s allegiance to a male group 
or to display one’s masculine autonomy—all of these are tropes 
that circulate well beyond the hetero-masculine confines of the 
military, appearing in fantasies posted on the Internet, in college 
fraternities, in prisons, in straight and gay porn, in living rooms, 
in public bathrooms, at truck stops, and a range of other contexts. 

Much needed attention has been given to the role of power, 
humiliation, and violence in institutional hazing, but all too 
often these factors subsume the erotic components of hazing, 
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which take place in the context of power and hierarchy but are 
nonetheless “real” sex acts not unlike those that boys and men 
experience outside hazing contexts. As stated at the outset of 
this chapter, the nexus of sexual desire, disdain, and repulsion 
is arguably a mainstay of heterosexuality itself, directed at girls 
and women as much as, and probably more than, other men. For 
instance, in her study of teenage boys in a California high school, 
sociologist CJ Pascoe documents the central role of abjection 
in boys’ stories about sex with girls. Pascoe finds that boys’ ac- 
counts of heterosexual sex were frequently detached from any 
conventional erotic meanings, including their own personal 
pleasure or orgasm, and instead emphasized the conquering of 
girls’ abject bodies, with common reference to “ripping vaginal 
walls” and making girls bleed and fart and shit. Such findings 
point to the role of violence, humiliation, and disgust, at least 
rhetorically, within even the most heteronormative expressions 
of male sexual attraction. 

I draw these parallels—between the seemingly extraordinary 
abusiveness of military initiation rituals and the violence that 
runs through the mundane heterosexuality of high school—to 
shed light on one of the underpinnings of hetero-exceptionalism. 
I am referring here to the flawed tendency to believe that power 
and disgust trumps the presence of sexual pleasure, or indicates 
that sexual pleasure is somehow distorted or discordant. Institu- 
tionalized hazing—involving rigid rules, homosexual degradation, 
and evident repulsion—has been posited as a clear-cut example 
of extreme and sexualized bullying, wherein young men are forced 
to act out of accordance with their normal sexual impulses. But 
there is another way of viewing hazing, not as a purely abusive 
practice that forces straight men to “stray” from their natural sex- 
ual constitution, but as one expression of the nexus of power and 
pleasure that undergirds hetero-masculinity more broadly. 

Taking our lead from feminist theorist Gayle Rubin, we can see 
that one of the challenges inherent in analyzing sex within hazing 
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is that like any sex practice, it is subject to multiple interpreta- 
tions that are largely informed by the sexual tastes and values of 
the interpreter. From a queer perspective, the one I bring to this 
book, hazing scenes look easily like kinky sex play, like the kind of 
consensual soft-core BDSM at which most queers would hardly 
bat an eyelash. From a more mainstream perspective, the very 
presence of food or objects shoved in anuses raises a red flag im- 
mediately, marking the scene as humiliating and abusive. 

Added to this complexity is the fact that there is clearly a cul- 
tural interplay between the normative U.S. imagination of kinky 
and humiliating sex practices and the truly violent and sexual- 
ized forms of torture enacted upon enemy prisoners by American 
soldiers. For instance, highlighting this relationship in the context 
of American soldiers torture of Iraqi prisoners at Abu Ghraib, phi- 
losopher Slavoj Zizek has written, “When I saw the well-known 
photo of a naked prisoner with a black hood covering his head, 
electric cables attached to his limbs, standing on a chair in a ridic- 
ulous theatrical pose, my first reaction was that this was a shot of 
some latest performance art show in Lower Manhattan. The very 
positions and costumes of the prisoners suggest a theatrical stag- 
ing, a kind of tableau vivant, which cannot but bring to our mind 
the whole scope of U.S. performance art and ‘theatre of cruelty.” 
Zizek goes on to argue that the distinctly performative acts of 
torture enacted at Abu Ghraib cannot be understood apart from 
the U.S. obsession with degrading, anus-focused initiation rituals, 
which white American men impose upon themselves—offering 
themselves a “false free choice” of whether or not to participate— 
and then extend to their enemies, who have no choice but to 
endure them. Zizek's analysis is perhaps misdirected at the repre- 
sentational realm of performance art and a bit too quick to judge 
anus-related degradation, but it is nonetheless a useful frame- 
work for considering the ways that performative humiliation, 
anal penetration, and “false free choices” are constitutive of white 
American masculinity, rather than unusual deviations. 
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Raising similar concerns, feminist theorist Jasbir Puar offers 
a powerful critique of the way U.S. commentators made sense 
of the nexus of torture and homosexuality at Abu Ghraib. In the 
groundbreaking book Terrorist Assemblages, Puar highlights the 
contradictory U.S. obsession with committing acts of (homo) 
sexual torture, on the one hand, and imagining itself as a na- 
tion characterized by greater levels of sexual freedom and tol- 
erance relative to Islamic societies, on the other. Astonishingly, 
as American commentators constructed Muslim detainees as 
victims of an especially repressive and homophobic Muslim 
culture, they crafted a narrative in which U.S. acts of racist and 
homophobic torture at Abu Ghraib became an occasion for self- 
congratulation. According to this narrative, any soldier would be 
traumatized by the humiliation of homosexual sex (the Ameri- 
can torturers shouldn't have done what they did...), but “our” 
soldiers would find these acts “less torturous’ given elevated 
levels of tolerance for homosexuality in the United States. Echo- 
ing Zizek, Puar demonstrates that “the [American] use of sex- 
uality—in this case to physically punish and humiliate—is not 
tangential, unusual, or reflective of an extreme case, but is cen- 
tral to the U.S. construction of itself and its difference from those 
cultures that ostensibly cannot tolerate forced (homosexual) 
penetration quite so well.’° 

Feminist theorist Judith Kegan Gardiner has also shed light 
on the relationship between white American masculinity and 
grotesque anality, or the “raucous delight in noise, mess, evacu- 
ation, and expulsion.” Long associated in psychoanalysis with 
working-class defiance against middle-class mores (consider, for 
instance, the excrement-focused folk humor central to medieval 
and Renaissance popular culture), anal eroticism and its links to 
hetero-masculinity arguably reflect the socioeconomic condi- 
tions and constructions of gender and sexuality in operation in 
a given time and place. In the modern U.S. context, Gardiner ob- 
serves a shift from the anal retentive masculinity of the early and 
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mid-twentieth century to an explosive anality in the late twenti- 
eth century brought on by a media culture that encourages in- 
creasing amounts of male passivity and conformity. Young white 
men can maintain the appearance of defiance and autonomy in 
the face of the onslaught of prepackaged corporate media by con- 
suming television programs like South Park, in which the celebra- 
tion of the male anus and its excrement is offered up as a kind of 
populist masculine rebellion. For Gardiner, contemporary white 
hetero-masculinity can be understood, then, as “a new configu- 
ration that has many qualities at once—an apparently childish, 
homoerotic but homophobic, racist, cynical, and paranoid form 
of anal eroticism.” Gardiner adds that childishness, the notion 
that even adult men are always potentially boys, is a centerpiece 
of contemporary manhood, constructing men as infinitely capa- 
ble of a defiant embrace of a pre-adult sexuality—a sexuality that 
is implicitly heterosexual but primarily male-bonded, sometimes 
sadistic, and oriented toward an aggressive enjoyment of gross- 
ness and the anus. Here again, we are invited to consider that the 
orientation toward grossness, anality, and the homoerotic is not 
a departure from normative white hetero-masculinity, but among 
its central ingredients.” Taken together, Zizek, Puar, and Gardiner 
each highlight in different ways the obsessive entanglement of 
white hetero-masculinity with fantasies of anal penetration and 
homosexual degradation. 


Lord of the Flies: “Deviant Hazing" 
at the U.S. Embassy in Kabul 


With these considerations in mind, let us move now to the site 
of another example, in what we might call an extra-military 
zone, the United States embassy in Kabul, Afghanistan. In 2009, 
the U.S.-based independent watchdog organization Project on 
Government Oversight (POGO) released findings from their 
investigation into “security failings” at the embassy in Kabul. The 
noted failings centered primarily on problems with guards and 
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supervisors employed by the North American security contrac- 
tor ArmorGroup, including ongoing understaffing, fourteen-hour 
shifts, chronic sleep deprivation, high staff turnover, and poor 
decision-making. Exemplifying this chaos, the report explained, 
were allegations (alongside photographic evidence) that Armor- 
Group supervisors and guards were “engaging in near-weekly 
deviant hazing and humiliation of subordinates.’ Addressed to 
then Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, the report describes the 
situation as dangerous and volatile, especially given that the 
Kabul embassy had been a target of two Taliban attacks in 2009, 
resulting in seven deaths and ninety-one wounded. The men hired 
to protect the embassy from such attacks were busy, it turned out, 
drinking and eating from one another's anuses. 

Although the report describes nearly identical activities as 
those that occur in the Navy-sanctioned crossing the line cer- 
emony, here hazing is framed as a signal of a breakdown in the 
chain of command and a threat to national security. The report 
describes the scene as follows: 


Numerous emails, photographs, and videos portray a Lord of the 
Flies environment. One email from a current guard describes 
scenes in which guards and supervisors are “peeing on people, eat- 
ing potato chips out of [buttock] cracks, [drinking] vodka shots 
out of [buttock] cracks (there is video of that one), broken doors 
after drnken [sic] brawls, threats and intimidation from those 
leaders participating in this activity...” Photograph after photo- 
graph shows guards— including supervisors—at parties in various 
stages of nudity, sometimes fondling each other. These parties take 
place just a few yards from the housing of other supervisors. Multi- 
ple guards say this deviant hazing has created a climate of fear and 
coercion, with those who declined to participate often ridiculed, 
humiliated, demoted, or even fired. The result is an environment 
that is dangerous and volatile. 
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Figures 5.2 and 5.3. 

A “deviant” pool party 
hosted by American 
Guards of the U.S. 
Embassy in Kabul; 
with original censor 
bars (photos provided 
to Mother Jones 
Magazine by the 
Project on Govern- 
ment Oversight, 
http://www.mother- 
jones.com/ 
mojo/2009/09/ 
embassy-guards- 
gone-wild-pictures- 
nsfw). 


That the author of the report opens the discussion of hazing at the 
embassy with a reference to William Golding’s 1954 novel Lord of 
the Flies tells us a good deal about how the context of U.S. occu- 
pation in Afghanistan might shape American perceptions of the 
guards’ behavior. An allegorical story of a group of young, white, 
upper-class British boys who are reduced to brutality and group- 
think after their plane crashes on a deserted island during a time of 
war, Lord of the Flies offers an image of the ways that harsh condi- 
tions can harden and pervert even the most normal of white boys 
and men. The report's reference to the novel provides a ready-made 
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interpretive frame to viewers who may be shocked by the content 
of the photos and who may wonder how young, white, ostensibly 
heterosexual American men could find themselves eating potato 
chips out of one another's butts. The report calls for an end to the 
“lewd hazing” behavior of the guards, but it avoids assigning blame 
to them. Instead, it implies that the terrible circumstance—long 
hours, little sleep, poor working conditions, and isolation from 
home—is what causes these young men to lick each other's nipples 
while wearing plastic Hawaiian leis (see figure 5.5). 

The POGO report, likely due to the spectacular photographs 
accompanying it (see figures 5.2-5.6), received the attention of 
the international news media. Many reporters picked up the Lord 
of the Flies framing, while others drew parallels to more familiar 
male behavior, such as a Mother Jones reporter who described 
the guards as engaged in “Animal House-like antics’ and behav- 
ing like “depraved frat brothers” hosting “drunken parties.’ In- 
deed, the images, filled with smiling, drunken, mostly young white 
men holding red plastic cups, depict a scene familiar to anyone 
who has been to a party hosted by white college students. The 
photos show no visual evidence of violence or abuse. This fact 
is likely what prompted Danielle Brian, the executive director of 
POGO and the author of the report, to clarify to a CNN reporter: 
“This is well beyond partying. ... [They are] facilitating this kind 
of deviant hazing and humiliation, and requiring people to do 
things that made them feel really disgusted. ... This is not Abu 
Ghraib. Were not talking about torture, we are talking about hu- 
miliation.”' Brian reports that more than twenty whistleblow- 
ers, mostly embassy guards, filed unanswered complaints with 
ArmorGroup about harassment and intimidation at the embassy, 
including threats that if they did not participate in the pool par- 
ties, they would not be promoted. 

POGO’s report also highlights language barriers between 
ArmorGroups American guards and Nepalese and North Indian 
guards, the latter of whom are described as constituting nearly 
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Figures 5.4 and 5.5. 
American guards of 
the U.S. embassy in 
Kabul; with original 
censor bars (photos 
provided to Mother 
Jones Magazine by 
the Project on 
Government Over- 
sight, http://www. 
motherjones.com/ 
mojo/2009/09/ 
embassy-guards- 
gone-wild-pictures- 
nsfw). 


two-thirds of the guard force, but notably, are not named in the 
report's description of the pool parties and are not evident in 
the photos released with the report. Some of the photographs do 
depict Afghan men drinking alcohol and embracing American 
guards (see figures 5.4 and 5.6), a scene the POGO report describes 
as “victimization of Afghan Nationals,’ given Muslim prohibitions 
against alcohol consumption and public nudity. Not surprisingly, 
the report does not take issue with the U.S. occupation in Af- 
ghanistan, but relies instead on the premise that there are more 
culturally sensitive ways to engage in occupation, which include 
attention to Muslim norms guiding modesty and bodily contact. 
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Figure 5.6. Afghan nationals 
and American guards of the 
U.S. embassy in Kabul; with 
original censor bars (photos 
provided to Mother Jones 
Magazine by the Project on 
Government Oversight, 
http://www.motherjones. 
com/mojo/2009/09/ 
embassy-guards-gone- 
wild-pictures-nsfw). 


2 6 


What can we learn from juxtaposing the Navy's “time-honored, 
officially sanctioned” crossing the line ceremony with the scandal- 
worthy parties held by guards of the U.S. embassy in Kabul? While 
the male participants’ behavior in each case is nearly identical, 
crossing the line has the weight of military-sanctioned tradition 
on its side, a tradition rooted in the more or less explicit belief 
that subjecting young men to intimate and humiliating homo- 
sexual contact strengthens their characters, their bodies, and the 
bonds of brotherhood. In this narrative, hazing is kept in check by 
Navy guidelines, and all acts of anal penetration, rimming, and so 
forth, can be traced back to these goals. New sailors, as they ap- 
proach the equator, also know their initiation is impending, and 
they know they will most likely endure it only once.” 

By contrast, the subcontracted security guards at the U.S. em- 
bassy in Kabul “fondle one another” in a more ambiguous con- 
text of their own creation, characterized by ongoing parties and 
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a general “boys gone wild” atmosphere. They are not soldiers, 
but employees of a privately owned security contractor; they are 
stationed at their place of work and they party in their off hours 
at their camp nearby the embassy. There is no evidence that the 
guards are facilitating initiation rites or conforming to any set of 
rules; they seem to be drinking vodka from each other's butts to 
pass the time and for its own sake, for the pleasure in it. They 
intimidate and punish the guards who do not want to join their 
party—an actionable form of workplace harassment, as the POGO 
report rightly points out. And yet the language of the POGO report 
is not the language of a workplace sexual harassment complaint; 
it is the language of fear in the face of deviance and perversion. 

These differences help to account for the characterization of 
the security guards, and not the sailors, as engaged in dangerous 
behavior. In the absence of an institutional logic to explain and 
justify their homosexual activity, the guards are imagined to have 
surrendered to their baser instincts, descended into chaos, and 
to have possibly lost their sanity, given their challenging work- 
place conditions. Without a clear circumstantial justification for 
their homosexuality, a circumstance that could explain why they 
would act out of accordance with hetero-masculinity, the guards 
are imagined to have “gone wild.’ That their sexual deviance takes 
place on foreign soil and is witnessed by Afghan men amplifies its 
danger and queerness. Mirroring Gardiner’s analysis of the rela- 
tionship between masculinity and childishness, the guard’s appar- 
ent childishness, their capacity to behave like the young boys in 
Lord of the Flies, is posited as their only alibi, the only reasonable 
explanation for their homosexual behavior. 

The POGO report describes the treatment of Afghan men as 
“victimization, which is no doubt true in more ways than are 
captured in the report. But it is also useful to return to Zizek's 
and Puar's suggestion that when young white American men de- 
grade Muslims with homoerotic gestures, they are in fact shar- 
ing something of themselves, something core to white American 
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hetero-masculinity, rather than conjuring up a wholly external 
source of shame. In this view, the elements familiar to hazing 
scenes—dominance and submission, humiliation, filth, anality, 
and so forth—are not simply “circumstances, but desires woven 
through the fabric of white hetero-masculinity itself. Disgust, for 
instance, rather than a signal that straight men are simply “not 
into” touching other men’s bodies, is also a fetishized and per- 
formative mode of encountering men’s bodies, its own mode of 
sexual relating. These are insights long known to practitioners 
of BDSM, and sometimes applied to straight women as we make 
sense of their attraction to wealthy and powerful but convention- 
ally unattractive men. And yet, remarkably little headway has 
been made in understanding the nexus of desire and repulsion 
in straight men’s lives, in part given the hyper-agency attributed 
to straight men, and in part because any movement in this direc- 
tion is often clouded by the far too simplistic assertion that men 
who display extreme disgust with homosexuality must actually be 
“gay. To be clear, abject disgust is one way—and it turns out a very 
common hetero-masculine way—of engaging in homosexual ac- 
tivity, but it tells us remarkably little about the course of people's 
sexual desires, practices, and identifications. Both straight men 
and gay men (as I discuss in the next section) eroticize what is, or 
can be made to be, disgusting or repulsive about homosexuality. 


Hazing as Fetish: The World of Internet Hazing Porn 


Research on sexualized hazing has focused on the strategic use 
of sex to enhance what are often perceived as nonsexual moti- 
vations, like the motivation to humiliate. Let’s call this “sex as 
hazing.’ But to flesh out the ways that hazing itself is fetishized, 
which we might call “hazing as sex,’ I now turn to a realm in 
which the erotic value of forced homosexual contact and hetero- 
masculine disgust is made quite explicit: the world of internet 
hazing porn. The pornographic website HazeHim.com describes 
its mission on its welcome page as follows: 
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Welcome to Haze Him, the official site for straight college frater- 
nity guys getting hazed into gay sex. This is just how the cookie 
crumbles on hazehim. You get your pledges to do gay sex acts and 
we give you achance to win $10,000 cash. ... The crazier the video, 
the better your chances at winning. So what are you waiting for? 
Watch and enjoy real frat boys sucking and fucking cock.* 


As the site's introduction explains, the conceit in Haze Him is that 
straight frat boys, who are probably already engaged in sexual- 
ized hazing, may go the extra step to film and submit their hazing 
activities for the chance at $10,000. For a monthly membership 
fee, viewers can watch scene after scene of young, purportedly 
straight white boys in baseballs caps and flip flops, laughing and 
drinking beer, packed into frat house basements and dorm rooms, 
screaming at pledges—also white, seemingly straight young 
men—to suck and fuck each other. 

Exemplifying the dynamic relationship between militaristic 
hazing rituals and the pornographic imagination, many of the 
scenes of Haze Him follow the military script to the letter, as frat 
brothers scream at pledges about how homosexual sex will turn 
them into men and secure their place in the brotherhood. For in- 
stance, in one scene, pledges are shown being dragged out of bed 
in the early morning, while a frat brother yells: 


“Get up! Let’s go! You aint seen shit! It’s called the initiation. It’s 
an important tradition. We're gonna teach you honor, commu- 
nity, and brotherhood! You wanna be part of this fuckin’ fraternity, 
youre gonna fuckin’ touch each other's dicks! I'm gonna make you 
jerk off in a cup and drink it! . . . [the film cuts to another scene in 
which pledges are giving each other blow jobs] You wanna be a 
man, be a brother, keep going, suck that dick!” 


Haze Him’s success as “reality porn” is dependent upon the leg- 
ibility of hazing as an erotic trope, one with familiar ingredients 
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Figures 5.7, 5.8, 5.9, and 5.10. Assorted screenshots from HazeHim.com. 


and cultural resonance in the United States. Chief among the 
ingredients of the hazing trope is the use of homosexual contact 
to produce states of humiliation and, ultimately, group belong- 
ing and resilient manhood. But where does this notion originate? 
Haze Him arguably owes a debt to the United States Armed Forces 
for the films’ capacity to feel real to viewers or to resonate with 
their sense of what is possible in the real world. The films “work” 
because they tell a now familiar story about the extreme circum- 
stances in which straight men are forced to act out of accordance 
with their heterosexual nature. Though Hollywood has been shy 
to explore these themes, even mainstream engagements with 
the hazing trope spotlight a military logic in which perverse and 
violent acts—which would likely shock the general American 
public—are the necessary work of building strong men. Recall, 
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for instance, Jack Nicholson’s now infamous declaration that the 
American public “can't handle the truth!” about the necessity of 
military hazing, in the 1992 film A Few Good Men. 

And yet, just as we might wonder about the authenticity of the 
Craigslist ads analyzed in the previous chapter, so too does the 
question of authenticity quickly arise for fans and scholars of “re- 
ality porn” sites like Haze Him. The question is worth exploring 
here, as it points us to the layered and mutually constitutive per- 
formance of both hetero and homo masculinities. Fans of the site, 
for instance, want to know whether Haze Him offers its viewers 
video footage shot by actually straight frat boys who submitted 
their films for cash, or whether the films are “gay” performances 
carefully scripted and staged by film producers. In many ways, the 
allure and brilliance of the site is that the answer to this question 
is not completely evident. Flaccid penises, expressions of disgust 
and repulsion, homophobic outbursts, beer-chugging, and tits- 
and-ass-obsessed dudes all lend credibility to the films (indeed, 
the gay male scholar who first introduced me to the site assured 
me the videos are “REAL!,” which he communicated with more 
than a glimmer of excitement in his eyes). 

Much of what feels “real” about the films is in the affective qual- 
ity of the scenes, especially the expressions of heterosexual dis- 
gust and fear upon which the Haze Him storyline rests. In some of 
the films, the on-camera frat dudes—the ones ordering or observ- 
ing the hazing of the ostensibly unfortunate pledges—become 
visibly repulsed at the sight of the forced homosexual penetra- 
tion they themselves have ordered, and they dramatically exit the 
scene in disgust. They cringe, they look away, they squirm uncom- 
fortably, they whisper to their friends, “Dude, sorry, but that’s all 
I can take of this shit’ And as for the pledges being forced to suck 
and fuck one another, they appear paralyzed with fear, nauseous, 
sometimes on the verge of tears, just waiting for the homosexual 
torture to end. In this way, many of the scenes read as real-life 
rapes, without any of the safe/sane/consensual negotiation or 
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explicit pornographic staging that might otherwise invite view- 
ers (at least, queer feminist viewers like me) to freely eroticize 
them. The films end when the pledges are covered in cum, thor- 
oughly fucked, and appear utterly dejected. Borrowing heavily on 
rape discourse, the frat dudes often accuse the pledges of having 
“asked for it” and ridicule them for having just engaged in a “gay” 
sex act. The only good news, we might imagine, is that they are 
now secure in the knowledge that they have earned their access 
to the fraternity of their choice. 

While these performances lend a sense of the real to Haze Him, 
many of the films’ other features—set lighting, multiple camera 
angles, and the occasional appearance of identifiable gay porn 
performers—point to their staging. HazeHim.com is now one 
among many cinéma vérité-style porn websites specializing in 
videos of “real people”’—usually teenage girls, but also straight 
men—being baited with cash into sex with apparently unappeal- 
ing partners.” Of course, these are regulated pornographic pro- 
ductions featuring professional performers posing as amateurs, 
all of whom sign release forms consenting to the use of their im- 
ages. And yet, authenticity is key to the success of such films. In 
gay fan forums for Haze Him, some fans express disappointment 
that the films are “probably fake,” while others proclaim the films 
“hot either way. As one porn-savvy fan points out to his more 
naive interlocutors, “Cameras for professional filming require 
certain lighting requirements that every Haze Him video just 
magically seems to have. ... The biggest issue of all is the liability 
factor. Every ‘frat’ you see in the video must sign a release form.... 
Do you really believe they are going to sign-off on a model release 
form for their humiliation to be used as public gay porn? ... It’s 
fake, but entertaining nonetheless.” 

Like the consensus among many fans that it doesn’t much 
matter whether the films are staged, from a cultural studies 
standpoint, the authenticity of Haze Him is less relevant than 
the fact that there is a growing demand for eroticized represen- 
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tations of the nexus of homophobic repulsion and homosexual 
sex, and that performers in these films are familiar enough with 
the hazing trope, and with the look and feel of homophobic het- 
erosexual masculinity, to be able to deliver convincing “not gay” 
performances even as they are having sex with one another. The 
boys in Haze Him, most likely gay or “gay for pay” actors, know 
enough about the exceptionalizing logics that facilitate sex be- 
tween straight men to be able to engage in believable not-gay sex 
on screen. The films make explicit that not-gay homosexual sex is 
constituted by a set of dudely and homophobic gestures, the stag- 
ing of a heteronormative scene bound by hetero-masculine logics, 
and an emotional landscape marked by repulsion and resilience. 
The reliability of this trope enables gay porn performers to take 
up the formula with relative ease. In this way, the films highlight 
the fluid and performative construction of white heterosexual 
masculinity, offering viewers the opportunity to eroticize what 
is rarely marked and made visible—the erotic culture of straight 
white men. 

The whiteness of the majority of Haze Him performers also con- 
tributes to the frat-house realness of the films (in the seventy-six 
Haze Him films I viewed for this project, fewer than five men of 
color appear among hundreds of performers). The world of col- 
lege fraternities, in most of the United States, is a racially diverse 
but segregated one characterized by separate African American, 
multicultural, and white fraternities with distinct histories and 
organizational cultures. But it is the symbolic and practical order 
of white fraternities—wherein preppy, upper-middle-class white 
boys spend their time getting drunk or high while also developing 
the networks that will deliver a lifetime of professional opportuni- 
ties and cultural capital—that is most visible in the U.S. imagina- 
tion of college fraternities. The association of frat boys, or bros, 
with middle-class whiteness means that white hetero-masculinity 
is a central ingredient in the production of frat-house realness in 
Haze Him. 
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In one film, for instance, a group of white frat brothers rouse 
a young, skinny white pledge named Brad from his bed. It is his 
birthday, and the frat brothers tell him that they have arranged 
for a very hot stripper named Ramona to give him a lap dance. 
They tell him she has “the best titties you've ever seen. Tits in your 
face!” They blindfold Brad, who appears none the wiser when in 
fact a gay-male, leather-clad Latino stripper named Ramon en- 
ters the scene. The white frat boys cheer Brad on as he caresses 
Ramon, all the while believing he is touching Ramona. When Brad 
finally touches Ramon’s penis and jerks away with disgust, the frat 
brothers remove his blindfold and the scene shifts from friendly 
to aggressive and threatening. The frat brothers bark orders at 
Brad, who appears scared and nauseous: “On your knees bitch! We 
don't care if it’s your fuckin’ birthday! You wanna be a brother? On 
your fuckin’ knees! ... Now touch those nuts [Ramon’s testicles], 
bitch! Like a fuckin’ squirrel!” They demand that Brad give Ramon 
a blowjob and ultimately force him to submit to penetration by 
Ramon (if he wants to be in their fictional fraternity, that is). They 
yell, “How do you like Ramona now? ... Happy fuckin’ birthday! 
... Pull those fuckin’ nipples bro!” The scene ends shortly after one 
of the white performers says, “Happy Birthday Brad. Youre gay! 
Nine inches of brown dick for ya!” A shot of Brad's face shows him 
looking violated and dejected. 

Men of color are invisible in the vast majority of Haze Him’s 
films, with the Brad/Ramon scene being one of only two in the 
entire series in which a man of color is a central figure. When 
Ramon, a Latino figure, does appear, he is used to amplify the 
white figure’s humiliation: As the dialogue in the Brad/Ramon 
scene makes explicit, to be a white straight dude fucked by a 
white dick is one thing, but to be fucked by a brown dick adds 
an additional dimension of degradation and queerness. While 
nearly all the Haze Him films depict two equally ashamed straight 
white pledges being forced into a sexual interaction with one 
another, the Brad/Ramon scene departs from this formula sig- 
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Figure 5.11. Brad, 
Ramon, and another 
pledge being hazed 
(screen shot from 
HazeHim.com). 


nificantly in its acknowledgement of a queer world that exists 
beyond the bounds of the heteronormative fraternity. Ramon is 
both an outsider and a queer whose shaved body, plucked eye- 
brows, and leather fetish gear invokes the perverse and gender- 
bending world of queer men. The casting of a Latino performer 
as this leather-clad queer figure, the source of Brad’s moment of 
hetero-masculine horror, stands out in a series in which men of 
color do not otherwise appear. 

Of course for gay male fans of the site, homosexual 
degradation—the moment when the seemingly innocent white 
straight boy is subjected to the most naughty of gay sex acts—is 
presumably the very thing that makes the films hot. Porn in which 
white boys are sexually dominated by men of color constitutes its 
own immensely popular genre, a fact not lost on the producers 
of Haze Him, who, not incidentally, send weekly email messages 
to all members of Haze Him, including myself, with teasers for re- 
lated porn websites centered on white men being fucked by “huge 
black dicks.” Such messages provide a telling window into Haze 
Him’s apparently white target audience, as well as into the use of 
men of color by porn producers to invoke themes of submission 
and humiliation. 
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Ultimately, how might we make sense of hazing porn and its re- 
lationship to the real world? Being hyper-masculine and “straight- 
acting” has long been fetishized among gay men, and hence one 
could argue that Haze Him is a genre of gay porn that simply ex- 
tends this fetish by eroticizing heterosexual masculinity. But it is 
significant that in Haze Him, the scenes revolve less around the 
dominant figures who are barking orders and more around the 
boys being “forced” to engage in homosexual sex, the boys whose 
averageness is marked by their especially pale-skinned, scrawny, 
and nerdish appearances. The films depart from the glorification 
of hyper-masculinity, a gender arguably overrepresented in gay 
porn, eroticizing instead the fear and submission of boys who ap- 
pear to be, like many nineteen-year-olds, socially and physically 
vulnerable. In many ways, Haze Him gives a far more nuanced 
treatment to heterosexual masculinity than is typical of gay porn, 
as it shows straight men to be both dominant and submissive, 
powerful and weak. 

Though Haze Him is consumed by gay men and likely cast 
with gay performers, there is a sense in which to call it “gay porn” 
misses the mark, in the same way that calling films populated 
with straight performers, like Milk (Sean Penn) or Monster (Charl- 
ize Theron), “straight films” would miss much of their complexity. 
Considered alongside military hazing, Haze Him offers us a fairly 
accurate representation of a feature of straight white male sexual 
culture. It provides us a view into the world of straight men’s sex 
with one another, as seen through the eyes of gay men. To under- 
stand the films purely as products of gay subculture or gay fan- 
tasy is to miss what George Chauncey, Steven Zeeland, and many 
others demonstrate in their research on the points of contact be- 
tween gay and straight men (see chapter 2): namely, that gay men 
and straight men do not live in separate worlds, but instead wit- 
ness, perform, and even sometimes inhabit what is ostensibly one 
another's relationship to homosexuality. 
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Reading hazing porn alongside the military hazing practices 
discussed at the outset of this chapter allows us to consider the 
ways in which both straight men and gay men borrow on the kinds 
of gender performances and sex practices typically attributed to 
the other. We might say that straight male soldiers and sailors, for 
instance, “borrow” homosexual sex practices to enact rites of pas- 
sage (such as crossing the line), even as they know that these prac- 
tices have queer meaning when not aboard ship. In many cases, it 
is precisely the queer meaning of the sexual activity that straight 
men are borrowing, using it to amplify the humiliation or “gross- 
ness’ of the encounter. Many gay men, in turn, eroticize norma- 
tive hetero-masculinity, including the male bonding rituals that 
enable intimate contact between men in heteronormative envi- 
ronments. Gay men observe straight men’s gender performances, 
integrating them into a gender repertoire that includes possibili- 
ties like “acting straight.’ In this vein, we could argue that Haze 
Him—to the extent that it offers us gay men who are performing 
as straight men who are behaving like gay men—highlights the 
social construction of both straight and gay subjectivities, reveal- 
ing gender and sexual orientation to be scripted and easily copied. 

And yet, even this analysis is not quite right, as it risks positing 
an ownership of homosexual sex by gay men (and heterosexual 
sex by straight men) by implying that straight men must borrow 
homosexual sex acts not actually their own. As discussed in chap- 
ter 2, most historical accounts suggest that homosexual activity 
has long been a feature of the lives of “normal” men, men who are 
sexually oriented toward women. The assignment of same-gender 
and opposite-gender sex acts to closed groups called “homosexu- 
als” and “heterosexuals” is a historically recent phenomenon, 
one characterized by a persistently blurry and permeable line be- 
tween the two categories. Hence, a more productive reading of 
the relationship between hetero-masculine and gay approaches 
to homosexuality recognizes that homophobic disidentifica- 
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tion and dramatic displays of repulsion and endurance are what 
imbue homosexual activity with heterosexual meaning, and that 
these theatrics are up for grabs, so to speak—available not only 
to straight men but also to gay-identified men who may put them 
to erotic uses. In sum, what gay and straight men borrow from 
one another are not sex acts themselves, but their rhetorical and 
subcultural meanings. 


Lifting the Haze: Toward a Deeper Analysis of Hazing 


Returning to the military examples discussed at the beginning of 
this chapter, let us recall that, in the U.S. military, men’s intimate 
contact with one another's genitals and anuses is divorced from 
gay meaning vis-a-vis the location of these acts within a context 
of hierarchy and obligation—i.e., situations in which less powerful 
men are obligated by their superiors to participate in degrad- 
ing and repulsive acts that would have homosexual meaning in 
almost any other context but are here understood as necessary 
compliance. What else, but to comply, might we expect of a young 
heterosexual sailor, for instance, who is many hundreds of miles 
out at sea, being ordered to simulate anal sex by a superior offi- 
cer? Or, in the case of the drunken parties in Kabul, what is an 
entry-level guard to do but comply with his supervisor's demand 
that he engage in analingus, when his job is on the line? These 
are serious questions, not to be taken lightly, as they point us to 
what may well be a prevalent occurrence of sexual harassment 
and assault within all-male contexts. 

And yet, there are two problems that arise when we exclusively 
apply a sexual assault or “no other choice” framework to hazing, 
as if these analyses alone can tell us everything we need to know 
about the meaning of homosexual activity between straight men 
positioned in a hierarchical relation to one another. First, and 
somewhat obviously, these analyses, when overgeneralized, mask 
the multiplicity and complexity of straight men’s experiences of 
hazing and being hazed. It is likely that many straight sailors who 
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have undergone the crossing the line ritual, for example, took no 
pleasure in it, and perhaps related to the ceremony largely as a 
trauma, an experience they would not wish on future sailors. This 
is likely true of many gay sailors as well. It is also likely that, for 
others, perhaps the same straight men who seek out occasional 
sex with gay men aboard ship, the ceremony is a worthwhile tra- 
dition, an honorable and thrilling experience, an opportunity for 
an intense and pleasurable form of physical intimacy—a pleasure 
that cannot be queer precisely because one is out at sea, playing 
by a different set of rules than are at play when one is tethered to 
the pier. But as I have also argued here, even mens repulsion with 
a sex object or encounter and/or the apparent consensus among 
men that a given sex act is “gross” and unappealing do not in and 
of themselves preclude men’s desire or erotic engagement. After 
all, the complex intermingling of desire and misogyny has long 
structured heterosexuality itself. 

A second problem with the tendency to view sexualized haz- 
ing as extreme sexual harassment or assault is that such analy- 
ses tend to make sense when applied to isolated contexts, but 
fail us when we look to the full range of environments in which 
men haze other men. College fraternities, for instance, are sites 
to which the “no choice but to comply” frame is frequently ap- 
plied, and yet the stakes of non-participation in fraternity hazing, 
as great as they may seem to young men at the time, arguably 
fall quite short of job loss or whatever violent or institutional 
consequence sailors out at sea might suffer should they refuse 
to participate in the “crossing the line” ceremony. In the case of 
fraternity hazing, most scholars agree that the stakes of hazing 
are more psychological and less structural—a function of the cul- 
ture of masculinity more broadly, which trains men to desire to 
degrade others, on the one hand, and to be validated by enduring 
degradation, on the other. 

In this vein, sociologist Michael Kimmel has argued that man- 
hood itself is what’s on the line when fraternity brothers par- 
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ticipate in an “elephant walk” (when pledges walk naked in a 
circle holding each other's penises), or get “teabagged” (when 
a fraternity brother rubs his scrotum on a pledge’s face), or eat 
the “ookie cookie” (when pledges eat the cookie on which older 
frat brothers have ejaculated), or in other now well-documented 
initiation rituals. Kimmel contends that “such initiation rituals 
provide ample evidence that hazing is less about younger males 
trying to impress their elders, and far more about the sense of 
entitlement that the older males have to exact such gratuitously 
violent and degrading behaviors from those more vulnerable 
than they. ... It is a way for them to reassure themselves that 
they belong to a group so worthy that the other guys are will- 
ing to suffer just to join them.” Kimmel goes on to explain that 
straight guys “put up with it” because they want to be liked and 
validated by other men. 

Kimmel’s analysis is helpful to the extent that it reveals hazing 
to be an expression of normative hetero-masculinity itself, rather 
than aberrant behavior occurring only in extreme or isolated sit- 
uations. And yet, here again, the forms of intimate contact that 
occur between young men who impose and endure them in the 
name of manhood—hands on penises, scrotum on faces, ejacu- 
late in mouths—are exceptionalized as “gratuitously violent,” 
even as they are the stuff of everyday sex for straight women and 
gay men. Arguably, many young women also take scrotums to 
their faces and ejaculate into their mouths in order to be liked 
and validated by men. Whether interpreters like Kimmel attri- 
bute a primarily erotic or primarily violent meaning to these acts 
too often rests on an a priori assumption about the sexual pro- 
clivities of the participants. Stated more plainly, hazing is viewed 
as especially violent and degrading when it is imagined that the 
sexual acts in question are discordant with the sexual nature of 
participants. 

Returning again to the hypothetical scene in which young 
women are engaged in the same hazing behaviors as young men 
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(i.e., touching each other’s vaginas, rubbing labia on one an- 
other's faces, swallowing one another’s vaginal fluids), we might 
consider these acts distasteful or degrading, but gratuitously vio- 
lent? Probably not. At the heart of these divergent interpretations 
of male and female “homoeroticism” (a term rarely applied to 
women) is the implicit presumption that few sex acts are funda- 
mentally discordant for women given the nature of female sexual 
fluidity. In contrast, the belief in men’s inherent sexual rigidity 
results in a bizarre circular logic: Men's sexuality is rigid, hence 
heterosexual men do not engage in the same kind of homosexual 
contact that is possible for women; and when they do engage in 
homosexual contact, it must not be “sexual” because ... men’s 
sexuality is rigid! 

In keeping with the broader claim of this book that homosexual 
encounters are not in fact discordant with heterosexual mascu- 
linity when they are approached through the most recognizable 
circuits of hetero-masculinity, here I have argued that hazing cre- 
ates one ‘obviously not gay” context for hetero-erotic encounters 
to occur between men. In this way, it is useful to view hazing as a 
kind of hetero-masculine festish, one characterized by homopho- 
bia, the presence of dominant men barking erotic orders, and a 
shared agreement among male participants about the necessity 
of testing one another's anal endurance and resilience. The ris- 
ing popularity of what Gardiner describes as anal explosive white 
masculinity in the United States, exemplified by gross-out real- 
ity TV and anus-focused cartoons marketed to adult white men, 
helps to normalize the hazing fetish, to position it as an effective 
heterosexual alibi in the face of questions about hazing’s erotic 
meaning. The films published on HazeHim.com capitalize on 
this fetish, reducing straight men’s homophobic engagements 
with homosexual sex to a ready formula, a formula reproduced 
in dozens of films marketed to gay men. The films highlight that 
the script of white hetero-masculinity and its ostensibly reluctant 
engagement with homosexuality is now a familiar trope, avail- 
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able to be taken up by anyone, including gay men. In the next and 
final chapter, I extend this analysis of the relationship between 
evolving constructions of heterosexuality and queerness, looking 
closely at the ways that fluidity discourses construct homonor- 
mative and romanticized gay subjects as the straight dude's foil. 


6 


Against Gay Love 


This One Goes Out to the Queers 


| came to my own interest in heterosexuality, and in this 
project, as I observed straight-identified people compul- 
sively pointing to queerness, like a compass always pointing in the 
same direction. Straight boys and men, in particular, persistently 
call on fags to occupy the earnest, immutable, congenital, and 
often tragic space of ostensibly unchosen and unwanted homo- 
sexuality. When gay boys and men occupy this narrow space, 
presumably the space of “real” homosexuality, the possibilities 
for heterosexual engagement with same-sex sexuality expand. In 
many ways, gay men and lesbians perform a kind of unpaid labor 
for straights, embodying the symbolic and romanticized position 
of sincere gayness and amplifying the normalcy of those whose 
homosexuality is insincere and “meaningless.” 

I began this study because I felt heterosexuality calling me to 
do something, repeatedly hailing me, flagging me down to tell 
an obligatory and erroneous story about myself. This compul- 
sory narrative goes like this: “I was born this way, and of course 
Id rather be like you. I would be you in a heartbeat if I could. But 
I love women, and it’s simply out of my control.’ Later, I will dis- 
cuss how and why this story fails to account for my experience, 
and for that of many queers, and what all of this means for het- 
erosexuality. For now, I want to note that I was moved to write 
this book not from a singular interest in straight white men’s 
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sexuality, but from an interest in the way that narratives about 
heterosexual fluidity (or not-gay homosexuality) depend on very 
particular constructions of gay identity and gay life. In large part, 
straight homosexualities lay claim to their ostensibly ephem- 
eral existence—their presumably inconsequential, circumstan- 
tial, and non-identitaritan nature—through contrast with those 
“other” homosexualities, the “real” homosexualities deemed cul- 
turally and politically meaningful, hardwired, and subjectifying. 
While the dominant narrative is that heterosexuality doesn’t want 
much to do with homosexuality, and doesn't give gay or queer sub- 
jectivities much thought, I want to close this book by suggesting 
that quite the opposite is true. 

In this spirit, the aim of this chapter is to draw attention to a 
largely unexamined aspect of the relationship between straight- 
ness and gayness—namely, the way that straight people imagine 
what it looks and feels like to be deeply, authentically, and con- 
genitally gay, and in so doing, help to produce normative gay per- 
sonhood, to call us gays into being, and to co-create the evolving 
standards for authentic gayness to which all non-straights are 
held accountable. The preceding chapters have examined the re- 
markable effort straight white men invest in distinguishing be- 
tween queer forms of homosexual contact, on the one hand, and 
those that are normal (heterosexual), on the other. As straight 
men engage in this project, they do far more than simply observe 
or react to queerness, as if queerness is something wholly outside 
of their purview. They do more than look at gay people, or gay 
ways of life, and say, “that’s not me.” They do more than adjust 
their own behaviors to substantiate their claims to a “not gay” 
sexual constitution, or to embody the apparent opposite of all 
things fag-inflected. In addition to these projects, they also work 
at defining normative gayness through their obsessive involve- 
ment in identifying the line where normal ends and queer begins. 
As they point to their heterosexuality, they exercise their imagi- 
nation of gay subjectivity, gay love, and gay life by telling stories 
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about what it means to be really and truly gay—to be the thing 
that they believe they are not, or that they wish not to be. 

As I have shown, the line straight people draw between “actu- 
ally gay” and “merely joking/hazing/experimenting/getting off” 
is only minimally about specific sex acts. Instead, it is the circum- 
stances of our sex acts—the different subcultural, institutional, 
affective, gendered, and racialized contexts in which homosexual 
encounters occur—that have long sustained the hetero/homo 
binary and have, in many cases, trumped the raw facts about 
same-sex bodies engaged in sexual touching. As I have shown, 
setting is central to this formula. The act of placing male tongues 
on male anuses has gay meaning when it occurs in gay men’s bed- 
rooms and straight meaning in Navy initiation ceremonies and 
at drunken parties outside the United States embassy in Kabul. 
The act of placing male fingers in male anuses has gay meaning 
when it occurs in gay porn and straight meaning during an “ele- 
phant walk” in a college fraternity. Homosexual penetration often 
has straight meaning in prisons or aboard ship and gay meaning 
beyond the walls of these ostensibly constrained or situational 
environments (as they say in the Navy, “It’s only queer if you're 
tied to the pier”). I have demonstrated that gender, too, has long 
been a vital part of the distinction between gay and straight en- 
gagements with homosexuality. For much of the twentieth cen- 
tury, when masculine men engaged in penetrative homosexual 
acts or when tough-guy gang members engaged in homosexual 
kissing, these encounters did not carry the same queer associa- 
tions as did the homosexual behavior of fairies and fags. I have 
also argued that white homosociality—or preserving the broth- 
erhood of white men—bolsters the friendly, casual, and incon- 
sequential meanings linked to straight white men’s homosexual 
contact, while cross-race encounters are perceived by white men 
as “more queer. And lastly, I have shown that the stated motiva- 
tion or intent is equally significant when men touch each other's 
genitals and anuses. For instance, if men can reasonably claim 
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that the sexual encounter was beyond their control, that either 
social pressure or sexual deprivation or the need for quick and 
impersonal sex made them do it, then their heterosexual consti- 
tution arguably remains intact. 

How do we come to know that these circumstances make all 
the difference—that they are the most meaningful signals of cir- 
cumstantial homosexuality, on the one hand, or of gay person- 
age on the other? The answer is that, with a few gay exceptions, 
straight white men—white men who understand their sexuality 
to be normal—have told us so. Straight white men constituted 
the bulk of physicians, psychologists, sexologists, and sociolo- 
gists who mapped these distinctions throughout the twentieth 
century, providing us with templates for diagnosing sexual en- 
counters as circumstantial, and therefore normal, or subjectify- 
ing, and therefore queer. Still today, our efforts to think about the 
homosexual behavior of straight-identified men remain utterly 
over-determined by this false dichotomy between circumstance 
and identity. Recent efforts to incorporate heteroflexibility into 
the sexual binary suggest that straight people find themselves 
in very particular situations that facilitate homosexual contact, 
whereas gay people need no “situation”; gays are homosexual to 
their core and would be gay even if they ejaculated in a forest and 
no other gays were there to hear them make a sound. Of course 
the now widely accepted sociobiological premise that people are 
born with a core sexual constitution—heterosexual, homosexual, 
or bisexual—has given this logic a significant boost. 

More constructionist approaches, of which I am a proponent, 
suggest that the way out of this essentialist dichotomy between 
circumstance and personage is to see that sexual personages (like 
straight or gay) do not exist outside of the cultural circumstances 
that give name and shape to them. As illustrated in chapter 2, 
both heterosexual and homosexual subjectivities resulted from 
decades of medical, legal, and cultural efforts in the late nine- 
teenth and early twentieth centuries to draw the line between 
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normal and deviant sexuality, a line drawn differently for men and 
women, for whites and people of color. Throughout the twenti- 
eth century, this line shifted in response to changing ideas about 
gender, race, sexual desire, and immutability. As I have shown, the 
history of the hetero/homo binary includes a remarkable cata- 
logue of circumstances believed to be more important than the 
sheer fact of sexual contact between people possessing the same 
or opposite genitals—circumstances that have included where 
and when the contact occurred, the gender normativity of partici- 
pants, and whether homosexuality was imagined to be congruent 
or incongruent with other features of participants lives. 

Still today, the line between straight and gay is subject to an 
array of cultural contingencies. This point is beautifully illustrated 
by my students at the University of California, Riverside, when 
each year I lead them in an exercise called “Gay or Straight?” In 
this exercise, which I employed most recently in an “Introduc- 
tion to Gender Studies” course of approximately four hundred 
students, I describe various “circumstances” and ask students to 
shout out how they make sense of them—or to tell me whether 
the people involved are gay or straight. I ask, what about straight- 
identified women who kiss each other at parties while men watch 
and cheer? (Like a unified chorus, the students yell out: “Straight!” 
A few students subvert my intentionally dualistic framing and yell, 
“Bisexual!” or “Bi-curious!”). What about straight-identified men 
who kiss each other at parties while women watch and cheer? 
(“Gay!!” they laugh and scream. “Does that ever happen!?” others 
shout, laughing hysterically). Young boys who touch each other's 
penises while playing? (“Gay!” many yell, to my surprise. “Gross!” 
some Say. “Straight!” others call out. “Normal!” say a few psychol- 
ogy majors—almost always young women—attempting to add 
their developmental perspective. “Who knows?” one yells). Men 
who have sex with men while in prison but not when they are on 
the outside? (“Straight!” “Gay!” “Fucked Up!” The students are di- 
vided on this one). Two women who have lived together for thirty 
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years and sleep in the same bed but do not identify as lesbians? 
(“Straight!” “Spinsters!” “Sad!”) Two men who have lived together 
for thirty years and sleep in the same bed but do not identify as 
gay? (“Gay!”) A young woman who has sex with two women in 
college, and then marries a man after she graduates? (“Straight!” 
Bisexual!” “Confused!” “LUG!”) A young man who, while being 
hazed by a fraternity, strips naked and puts his finger in other 
guys anuses? (“Gay!” “Straight!” Some men in the room have wor- 
ried facial expressions. ..). 

In many of these examples, the students are utterly divided 
on where to draw the line between gay and straight, and many 
consistently apply one set of standards to women and another to 
men. What most do agree on is that the circumstances are mean- 
ingful. In fact, they are everything. Sometimes they feel that my 
short description is all the information they need to make a con- 
fident assessment of whether the people involved in the scenario 
are gay or straight. In other cases, they want to know more about 
the circumstances (“How many times did it happen?” “How old 
are the boys you are talking about?” and so forth). Ultimately, they 
all get the point: We don't agree about the exact line between a 
gay constitution and a straight one because this line has always 
been a moving target, one subject to people's culturally and his- 
torically located beliefs about gender, sexuality, age, and race, and 
one deeply bound by the circumstances in which homosexual sex 
practices occur. 

Paradoxically, even as the students get the point about the cul- 
tural construction of sexual identities, most also seem certain 
that there is a real answer and that they know the real answer, 
that they have all the qualifications they need to decide which 
circumstances are gay, and which are straight. Many will shake 
their heads and proclaim, “I’m sorry, but that’s just gay.’ This is 
especially true of the straight students, who come to the exercise 
with a remarkable sense of authority. By contrast, I have found 
that queer students are more likely to hesitate, to tilt their heads 
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and look confused or ambivalent, to call out words like “fluid!” or 
“queer!” or to assert that we simply do not know. 

What I am getting at here, as I have illustrated in the preceding 
chapters, is that straight people generally have a lot of confidence 
that they know the difference between gay and straight circum- 
stances. Straight-identified white boys and men, in particular, 
fashion themselves experts at being able to document and verify 
their normal sexuality, to harness the evidence of their not-gay 
constitutions, and to expand or contract the circle of normal (not 
gay) homosexual activity as it suits their interests. And as they 
do this, they also weave together a story about the boundaries 
of queerness: They imagine not-gay forms of homosexual contact 
to be most “at home” in public and institutionally constrained 
spaces, while queerness, by contrast, resides in domestic, private, 
and presumably less contingent corners. They validate the not- 
gay quality of their homosexual contact by pointing to its mean- 
inglessness and/or its abject and power-inflected forms (eating 
potato chips out of anuses, for instance), while casting queerness 
as that which is sincere, love-based, and, in the minds of more 
liberal heterosexuals—beautiful. They keep their not-gay homo- 
sexual contact largely among white men, imagining interracial 
homosexuality as telling evidence of essential queerness. 


Straight Stories of Gay Love and the 
Misrecognition of Queerness 


Increasingly central to contemporary discourse about the dif- 
ference between heteroflexibility and authentic gayness is a 
romanticized story about queerness as same-sex love, as opposed 
to “meaningless” same-sex sex. The former is reserved for the real 
gays, while the latter is available to heteroflexible straights as 
well. This distinction operates on multiple registers. On the one 
hand, in homophobic accounts, gay men trigger straight men’s 
disgust precisely because homosexual activity is not confined to 
the impersonal and the corporeal; instead, it is imagined to be 
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attached to earnest and feminized feelings of love and tenderness 
between men. On the other hand, gay love is also central to sto- 
ries of heterosexual “alliance” and support for gays—exemplified, 
perhaps, by the earnest tale of gay male love told by straight white 
male rapper Macklemore in his 2012 hit song “Same Love,’ a song 
applauded by countless gays and lesbians invested in the politics 
of sameness. In both the homophobic and the “pro-gay” versions, 
straight men imagine gayness as essentially a matter of same- 
sex love, romance, and tenderness, a notion that reinforces the 
immutable heterosexuality of straight men (and women) who, 
regardless of their homosexual activity, feel no attachment to gay 
love and its subcultural expressions. Macklemore, for instance, 
announces within the first few moments of “Same Love’ that he is 
not gay, which he knows because he “loved girls since before pre- 
Kk an utterance that, as any lesbian or gay man will tell you, seems 
to preface most straight people's declarations of LGBT alliance 
(“I'm straight, but I support gay rights . . ”). Using Macklemore as 
an example of this interweaving of heterosexual authentification 
with alliance to gays and their love, sociologists CJ Pascoe and 
Tristan Bridges explain: 


Macklemore’s profession of his heterosexuality in “Same Love” ac- 
tually bolsters his heterosexuality rather than calling it into ques- 
tion... . This sort of “bro-ing” of anti-homophobia stances does 
not necessarily have the effect of challenging the naturalness and 
inevitability of sexual and gender categories. ... [These] gender 
and sexual practices and proclamations reinscribe . .. heterosexu- 
ality as so powerful and inevitable that even an anti-homophobia 
stance can’t call [it] into question.' 


Conventional wisdom would suggest that straight men give lit- 
tle attention to matters of gay love and domesticity; but in fact, 
attention to the boundaries of gay love—or of the imagined realm 
of earnest, unstoppable, and lifelong gay yearnings—are vital to 
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men’s heterosexual identifications, especially given the frequency 
with which straight men find themselves touching each other's 
penises and anuses for apparently non-loving reasons. Indeed, it 
is in telling stories of gay true love, whether of the homophobic or 
the pro-gay variety, that proclamations of heterosexuality find one 
of their more compelling outlets. 

This late twentieth-century turn to love, domesticity, and 
family-making as defining features of gay life was clearly a joint 
effort, one embraced by gays and straights alike. Gay people and 
straight people both stood to “gain,” at least superficially, from 
suppressing images of leather-clad BDSM practitioners, radical 
fairies, angry lesbian feminists, trans people, street punks, AIDS 
activists, diesel dykes, and other queer freaks who were giving 
“good gays’ a bad name. As historian Lisa Duggan has described, 
this homonormative turn, paired with growing acceptance of so- 
ciobiological theories of sexual orientation, swelled the ranks of 
complacent neoliberal subjects and shifted gay and lesbian atten- 
tion away from revolutionary projects and toward middle-class 
aspirations and allegiance to the nation. 

But beyond this investment in turning gays into legible and 
complacent subjects, straights have arguably benefitted in other 
ways from gay subjectivity’s detachment from its earlier associa- 
tions with promiscuous, impersonal, abject, transactional, perfor- 
mative, and experimental homosexuality. With gay identity now 
tethered to love and biology, these other forms of homosexual 
relating can be more easily taken up by straights, as they are in- 
creasingly believed to be distinct from the true meaning of gay- 
ness: monogamous same-sex love and the gay and lesbian families 
presumed to ultimately result from this love. The recent reduction 
of gay politics to the rights of the romantic couple is evidenced 
by the nearly exclusive focus on same-sex marriage in the last 
decade—a focus that, while perhaps temporary and strategic, has 
nearly subsumed popular discourse about what it means to be 
gay. In sum, while the field of queer erotics has narrowed with this 
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turn to homonormative love, the field of hetero-erotics is ever- 
expanding to include performative same-sex hook-ups, drunken 
homosexual accidents, mouth-to-anus games and rituals, bro- 
mantic stunts and homosexual derring-do—all of which carry no 
identitarian or structural consequences. 

I am not suggesting a direct causal relationship between the 
cultural turn to gay love and the emergence of heteroflexibility 
discourses, but rather a convergence of mutually complementary 
forces. As the gay movement continues its transformation into a 
PAC-funded celebration of homonormative love, it becomes more 
difficult to conflate naughty, casual, and disavowed homosexual 
encounters with gay identity, as gay identity is now so commonly 
represented by the image of out, proud, and respectable gay cou- 
ples.’ The other side of this relationship is that discourses sur- 
rounding heterosexual fluidity feed into the production of the 
homonormative homosexual, who, in contrast with queer sex 
radicals, gender outcasts, and other revolutionaries, is imagined 
to be motivated by a complex of sincere gay feelings—namely, the 
desire to fall in gay love, to have a gay family, to be out and proud. 

In an unexpected turn, heterosexuality has arguably co-opted 
much of what is “naughty” about homosexual sex, casting het- 
erosexuality as the domain of the masculine, the erotic, the un- 
fettered, and even the forbidden, while homonormativity and 
genetics converge to redefine “gay” in affective, domestic, and 
often sexless terms. The problem with this isn't simply one of bad 
public relations, requiring our rejoinder “Queers are not bad in 
bed!” but part of a broader trend of keeping queer life contained 
within domestic space, where queers are distracted from more 
imaginative political projects by their pursuit of middle-class 
respectability. The overwhelming emphasis on mainstream gay 
equality politics (or the politics of sameness) distracts us from 
queer ways of life that are fundamentally different from—and in 
revolutionary opposition to—the ways that most straight people 
fashion their bodies, their relationships, and their cultural and po- 


Against Gay Love | 201 


litical investments. Not only is this a political loss, to the extent 
that potential queer radicals are being absorbed into the machin- 
ery of equality and sameness, but it also misrecognizes queerness, 
as narratives about love, biology, and immutability are projected 
onto people, like me, who enrolled themselves in queer subculture 
in order to escape the sexism and boredom of heterosexuality. 

As I hinted at the outset of this chapter, the notion that a ge- 
netic predisposition accounts for my presumably authentic les- 
bianism (I have been a dyke for nearly twenty years, after all) and 
marks my difference from straight-identified people who engage 
in homosexual sex has never resonated for me. The idea that I 
was born with a sexual orientation toward “women” (to vaginas? 
breasts? estrogen? female energy? Precisely what was I born de- 
siring?) erases what is a far more specific—and not reducible to 
any gendered body part—accounting of what arouses me. A lit- 
tle backstory: I had a nice long run with boys and men through- 
out high school and college and into graduate school, but later 
I became aware that the sexism I had taken for granted in those 
relationships was not actually sexy to me. Men's bodies, and mas- 
culinity more generally, were hot, but sexism had become repul- 
sive. I looked around for genuinely feminist men and found few 
or none. I was attracted to several gay men, but most were unin- 
terested in sex with me. One drunken night, I had sex with a close 
female friend, who was also one of my main feminist comrades. 
This was my first “lesbian sex,’ and the absence in that encounter 
of the heavy overlay of heterosexual culture and its erotic scripts 
was incredibly sexy. 

Soon after, I started going to queer dive bars, completely exhila- 
rated by the idea that I had no idea what sort of bodies, genders, 
and sexual possibilities awaited me there. I fell in lust with these 
bars, and with the kinds of performance (abject drag, weird per- 
formance art, BDSM demos, etc.) and performativity, including 
my own, they facilitated. I went to queer sex shows in San Fran- 
cisco, where leather dykes with shaved heads penetrated each 
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other with vegetables on stage, inciting swarms of dyke specta- 
tors to then fuck each other in the bathrooms and hallways of 
the dark venues where these events took place. I went to BDSM 
play parties where sadistic leather daddies of various genders 
performed for those of us watching how to take a bottom from 
almost unwatchable pain to the most tender forms of comfort. 
In these spaces, I had discovered my sexual “orientation, so to 
speak: I was undeniably, viscerally attracted to the unexpected, 
the unruly, and the risky. I was attracted to the bodies (masculine 
female bodies; feminine male bodies) known within heterosexual 
culture to be tragic and ugly. My first girlfriend, for instance, was 
a chain-smoking, weathered-looking butch dyke, with calloused 
hands and the mouth of a sailor. She reminded me, in her mood 
and appearance, of the Kenickie character from the movie Grease. 
Try as my straight friends might to force me to view her through 
the lens of heteronormativity (“but you know you could get a re- 
ally beautiful woman, don't you?” and “if you are going to be with 
women, why wouldnt you want to be with one who was attractive 
and feminine?”), I was completely enchanted. She was hot despite 
and because she was ugly to the straight world. 

One absurdly reductive account often imposed on me by main- 
stream lesbian and gay activists is that I simply discovered I was 
bisexual, and that this had been true all along. But to tell the story 
that way elides the fact that what drew me to queer life was not 
vaginas, or a ‘constant craving” for women, to invoke the lesbian 
torch song, but the promise of a life outside the predictable con- 
straints of heteronormativity. And it certainly wasn't the fantasy 
of settling down with a lovely wife. Instead, I felt what José Munoz 
calls “queerness'’s pull,’ a longing to escape the gender and sexual 
order as it is, and to be among others looking into the distant 
queer horizon, where sex itself could become something as yet 
unimagined. I discovered that the object of my desire was not a 
person or even a class of people (like women or men), but queer 
spaces, queer ideas, and queer possibilities.’ In many ways, the 
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particular bodies with which I interacted were the vessels, deli- 
cious and significant as they were, that carried me toward this 
larger object of my desire. I discovered I was neither straight nor 
gay nor lesbian nor bisexual—I was queer. 

You can picture, then, the disconnect that occurs when well- 
meaning straight people wax poetic about how I had no choice 
about my lesbian constitution, congratulate me on being brave 
enough to come out of the closet despite what a hard life it is to 
be gay, and declare that “love is love” or “all love is the same” and 
that hence, they can see I am “just like any heterosexual person” 
Or when wait staff at restaurants compliment my genderqueer 
partner and me for being “such beautiful ladies, such a beauti- 
ful couple.’ Or when straight women, several minutes into a rant 
about their husbands or boyfriends, gesture at alliance with me by 
bemoaning their presumably unchangeable heterosexuality with 
a dramatic sigh: “Oh I wish I could be a lesbian. Id probably be a 
lot happier.’ Or when gay and lesbian organizations presume that 
I am their constituency, that I owe them my money or volunteer 
hours in exchange for all the work they have done to normalize 
me and improve my public image. And, more to point of this book, 
you can imagine the disconnect a queer like me will feel when 
straight people dismiss their homosexual encounters as meaning- 
less simply because they were unexpected, drunken, raunchy, or 
casual. 

It is not that I am unfamiliar with the prevailing gender and 
sexual ideology that leads to these assumptions. It is that what I 
would like to say in response is unfathomable to most people— 
that I signed on to, and cultivated, queerness in my life; that I find 
both heterosexual and mainstream gay culture distasteful and 
often pitiable; that my partner and I are not ladies and we don't 
want our relationship described as beautiful; that if you think you 
would be happier as a dyke you could and should be one; that I 
don't want a good public image (at least not the kind for which 
the mainstream gay and lesbian movement is striving); and that 
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it is precisely because queerness refuses normalization that is 
meaningful to me and to other queers. The subversion is where 
the romance lies. 

I do not mean to suggest that my specific coming-of-age story 
or my particular erotic proclivities are generalizable to all queers. 
Rather, my story represents one example from within a collective 
queer experience of departure from both straight and homonor- 
mative structures of romance and desire. To spell out what is per- 
haps obvious, the now widely popular narrative of gay love—the 
“same love’ that is felt by straights but shared between people 
with ostensibly matching genitals and chromosomes—may seem 
innocuous enough, but in fact it forecloses our capacity to see the 
crucial differences between, for instance, the sexist and all-too- 
scripted straight culture I fled, the mainstream gay culture wait- 
ing to normalize and validate me, and the defiant queer culture I 
found I actually desired. To account for the queerness of someone 
like me, but also for the straightness of men who have long en- 
gaged in not-gay sex with men, the dividing line between normal 
and queer sexuality is not most productively viewed as a biologi- 
cal one. Instead, it is a cultural one, one in which straightness— 
and increasingly homonormative gayness—is marked by a fetish 
for the normal and the sanitized, while queerness directs its lov- 
ing and lusting collective gaze at precisely the bodies and ways of 
life disavowed by straights as ugly and failed. 


Masculinity, “No Choice," and Misogyny 


As we think about points of difference and similarity between 
the discourses that circulate around straight and gay men’s 
homosexual activity, we see that the logic of “no choice’ is a cen- 
terpiece of both. Gay men, we are told, are born gay, bound by 
their homosexual biology. Straight men, we are told, are bound by 
circumstances (hazing and initiation, institutional deprivation, 
developmental rites of passage, etc.) requiring that they make 
intimate contact with other men’s bodies. Given that masculinity 
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is normally imbued with extraordinary agency, it is worth noting 
that in the case of homosexuality, men’s sexual agency drops out 
of the equation almost completely. Any homosexuality that hap- 
pens to a man is, by biology or circumstance, out of his control. 
Such is not quite the belief about women, whose sexuality, at least 
in postmodernity, is thought to be influenced by more agentic 
forces like “curiosity” (hence the much greater popularity of the 
term “bi-curious” for women than for men). 

Given that male agency is prized in almost every other realm, 
what function is served by the cultural investment in viewing 
male homosexuality as beyond men’s control? This is where a 
feminist analysis is desperately needed, and is still largely absent 
from “born this way” debates. Bringing feminist history to bear 
here reveals that patriarchy and rape culture have long relied on 
the view that men are more subject to their animal instincts than 
women, and that they are at the mercy of unstoppable sexual 
urges and fixed sexual natures. This understanding of male bi- 
ology absolves men of responsibility for rape, shifting blame to 
women whose presumably more agentic, receptive, and flexible 
sexuality should enable them to avoid unwanted sex. Still today, 
sexuality is a realm in which flexibility, choice, and curiosity are 
feminizing, while masculinity and maleness remain the domains 
of rigidity and hardwiring. 

As sociologist Vera Whisman documented in her prescient 1995 
book Queer by Choice, it is men, both gay and straight, who take 
greatest offense at the idea that gay and straight identifications 
are cultural phenomena, subject to a vast and dynamic field of 
structural, cultural, and experiential contingencies. Beliefs about 
the difference between male and female sexuality—with men in- 
vested in viewing their sexuality as rigid and subject to biological 
phenomena—not only bolster the gender binary, but sustain the 
hetero/homo binary as well. For the most part, homosexual sex is 
believed to be utterly unthinkable for heterosexual men, though 
just below the surface of this belief, we see that the unflinching 
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power of male heterosexuality appears again and again in justi- 
fications of straight men’s homosexual behavior. Throughout the 
twentieth century, it was precisely straight men’s desperate, in- 
flexible, and unstoppable need for sex with women that was be- 
lieved to propel them to have sex with male substitutes, such as 
in cases in which women sex partners were purportedly unavail- 
able. Similarly, gay men’s homosexuality has been constructed 
as fundamentally non-negotiable, with women and their bodies 
often cast as repulsive, and the mere thought of sex with women 
nauseating. For instance, gay men’s decades-long use of the mi- 
sogynistic term “fish” to refer to women (in reference to the scent 
of the vagina) expresses this repulsion, reducing women to the 
body part imagined as the ultimate object of straight male de- 
sire. Tellingly, despite the common accusation that lesbians are 
“man-haters,’ dykes have no corollary term to describe their dis- 
gust with penises or any other part of men’s bodies. In the case 
of the term “fish,” as with other elements of gay male culture, it 
is difficult to untangle expressions of misogyny from expressions 
of exclusive homosexuality, or the presumably visceral gay male 
experience of the hetero/homo binary. 

In this context, I want to propose that the conflation of gay- 
ness and queerness, and the misperception of queerness as a 
physiology rather than a cultural affiliation and political stance, 
is arguably as much about sexism and misogyny as it is about 
hetero- and homonormativity. Though the prevailing logic is that 
men, like animals, are subject to their hardwired sexual impulses, 
the vitriol that gay men have recently directed at critics of the 
“born this way” campaign suggests that something more than 
sexual instinct is at stake. When women, like the actress Cynthia 
Nixon, dare to suggest that they arrived at queerness by some 
path other than a congenital predisposition, gay men doth protest 
too much. A couple of years ago, I wrote a blog post arguing for a 
more constructionist view of sexual desire (old news for those of 
us who study gender and sexuality). The post was widely read, and 
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while gay men were not its only critics, they were the only readers 
who used their disagreement as an occasion to call me an “idiot; 
a “fucking whore, and a “stupid cunt,’ and to write voluminous, 
mansplaining comments questioning my intellectual credentials. 

Some kinder gay male critics cited Lisa Diamond’s work and 
pointed out that both my story and their story could be true at 
the same time, because I am a woman (with relational, flexible 
sexuality) and they are men (with innate and immutable sexual 
orientations.) But there is another reading, a feminist reading, 
that elevates us from this sort of “gay men are from Mars, les- 
bians are from Venus” approach, which is to consider that the 
cultural and structural stakes of taking up legitimizing biologi- 
cal accounts of sexuality are different for men than they are for 
women. Without embarking on a detailed account of the very dif- 
ferent cultural associations and consequences assigned to male 
and female homosexuality since the emergence of the sexual bi- 
nary, I note here that one of the dominant associations with male 
homosexuality is femininity and, concomitantly, the apparently 
tragic abdication of male power. Female homosexuality has also 
been conflated with cross-gender identification, or “trying to be a 
man, but under patriarchy and its glorification of men, this striv- 
ing for manhood—even when lesbians are perceived as wanting, 
but failing, to achieve it—is imbued with a kind of logic and po- 
tency not extended to male homosexuality. Hence, it stands to 
reason that recasting homosexuality as a biological imperative, to 
the extent that it diffuses the claim that gay men have “chosen” to 
give up their masculinity or male power, has greater legitimizing 
potential for men than it does for women. This, and many other 
nonbiological factors, may help account for gay men’s persistent 
attachment to the idea that their homosexuality, just like the 
homo- and heterosexuality of straight men, is fundamentally out 
of their control. 

Returning to Whisman’s arguments in Queer by Choice—she 
notes that when public opinion favors the idea that sexual ori- 
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entation is hardwired, this produces not only a silencing effect 
for people who cultivate, evolve into,’ or “choose” queerness, but 
also a shoring up of “exclusionary male-dominated gay politics.” 
Whisman calls for serious consideration of “chosen homosexu- 
ality as one way of making gay and lesbian political organizing 
more radical, democratic, and egalitarian.”® Bringing us back to 
the question of heterosexuality, we might also ask what a renewed 
attention to noncongenital, defiant queerness means for straight 
people generally, and for straight men engaged in not-gay sex par- 
ticularly? Certainly to imagine that queerness is an option for all 
people—to consider that anyone could, technically, choose to get 
off the tired, beaten path of heterosexuality or homonormativ- 
ity and relocate him- or herself among the freaks and perverts, 
among the leather daddies and the fat dykes in San Francisco 
ravenously filling each other's orifices with organic squash—is to 
highlight that most straight-identified people are “straight” not 
because they don't ever want to have a same-sex encounter, but 
because, in their view, queer modes of homosexual relating do not 
constitute an appealing way of life. Because their allegiance, ulti- 
mately, is to normativity. 

In sum, I have argued in this book that homosexuality is a ubiq- 
uitous feature of white heterosexual men’s lives; it is not incon- 
gruent with white heteromasculinity, but part of what produces 
it. My hope is that three basic points can be taken away from this 
investigation, reshaping how we think about heterosexuality. The 
first point is that we have not focused enough attention on the 
vast array of sexual activities that constitute male heterosexual- 
ity. If we are to believe the significant but relatively invisible body 
of research on male sexuality, we find that acts of kissing, touch- 
ing, jerking, licking, and penetrating men are not limited to gay 
and bisexual-identified men’s lives nor to desperate situations in 
which straight men are denied access to female sex partners. In 
fact, these activities appear to thrive in hyper-heterosexual envi- 
ronments, such as fraternities, where access to sex with women 
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is anything but constrained. What sets these scenes apart from 
those we might call “gay” are not the specific sex acts involved 
(such as male fingers in male anuses, for instance), but the cul- 
tural narratives that circulate around these acts. 

Second, it is precisely because male and female heterosexual- 
ity incorporate many kinds of homosexual contact that we must 
push back against theories of exclusive sexual orientations and 
hardwired sexual natures. From a queer perspective, the major 
flaw in the bio-evolutionary science of sexual orientation is that it 
purports to study how people become heterosexual or homosex- 
ual as if it is evident what these terms mean. But taking seriously 
the ubiquity of homosexuality (not gay identity, but homosexual 
activity) raises some very basic and yet still unanswered ques- 
tions about precisely what or who we are looking for when we are 
looking to the body for evidence of congenital heterosexuality or 
homosexuality. 

A third and last central point of this book is that white male 
heterosexuality, in particular, draws on the resources of white 
privilege to circumvent homophobic stigma and to assign het- 
erosexual meaning to homosexual activities. Men of color, on 
the other hand, quickly fall subject to misrecognized and hyper- 
surveilled categories like “the down low. To be clear, my aim is 
not to suggest that we should incorporate white men into the 
down low. Instead, I have suggested that we extend to all men, 
both white men and men of color, the possibility that male sexu- 
alities are as fluid as female sexualities—and that all sexualities 
are shaped by a complex nexus of structural, cultural, and psychic 
forces. 


Sincerely Queer 


Beyond these basic points, I hope to have drawn attention to the 
dynamic and underexplored relationship among heteronorma- 
tive, homonormative, and queer engagements with homosexual 
sex. I have done this in the service of calling for an even deeper 
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and more sincere embrace of queer erotic worlds, which we might 
view as the truest objects of queer longing. 

As I mentioned earlier, straights want and need non-straights, 
both gay and queer, to be sincere about our homosexuality so as 
to amplify the frivolity of their homosexuality. Dovetailing with 
biological narratives that speak to our authenticity, the primary 
way we are called upon to perform our sincerity is to narrate our 
queerness as an expression of romantic love, rather than a politi- 
cal critique of gender and sexual normativity. Despite the title of 
this chapter, I am not actually proposing we take a stand against 
gay love in and of itself, but that we take a stand against the forces 
attempting to erase queerness and reduce all non-straight homo- 
sexuality to romantic, couple-centered love. What a sad state of 
affairs when the couple, and not queer collectivity, becomes the 
focus of our thinking about queerness. It is hard to imagine an- 
other social movement—the feminist movement, the civil rights 
movement—in which the couple could so easily become the unit 
of analysis (even when, as in the feminist movement and civil 
rights movements, domestic and sexual relationships are impor- 
tant issues at hand). 

But while I suggest that we throw romantic, couple-centered 
love out the window of queer politics, | am not certain that we 
should do the same with sincerity. How might we mine the no- 
tion of sincerity for its transgressive, queer potential? Within 
hetero-masculinity, homosexual sex is not gay when it is mean- 
ingless and inconsequential, brought on by coercion, or when it 
takes the form of homophobic play-acting, daredevil heroics, or 
radical art. Emptied of romantic meaning, the emphasis of not- 
gay homosexuality is placed instead on naughty and ephemeral 
homosexual sex acts. One way to intervene in this co-optation of 
defiant homosexual sex is to recenter sex acts themselves, rather 
than centering gay/lesbian identity or gay/lesbian couples in dis- 
courses about the meaning of queer life. We might express, with 
all queer sincerity, our attachments not to the identitarian and/ 
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or romantic meaning of our sex acts, but to the ways that col- 
lective queer sex acts—those passed down through generations 
of queer bar patrons, kink enthusiasts, pornographers, sex work- 
ers, commune dwellers, sex educators, and others—are what in- 
cite our feelings of love, longing, and romance, not especially or 
only for our sex partners, but for our tribe. We might explain to 
straights that there is no queer sexuality without the queer com- 
mons. My partner and I, for instance, have been together for ten 
years and we know that our sexual relationship is palpably incom- 
plete when isolated for too long from the place of its origin: public 
queer space—namely, the queer bar. It is in that space, where both 
of our genders have a wholly different meaning than they do any- 
where else, and where our shared fetish for insubordinate bodies 
and genders finds its best outlet, that our “sex life” comes to life. 

In many ways, straight white men’s homosexual encounters 
look remarkably like the kind of queer collective sexuality I am 
describing here: communal, public, kinky, and defiant. But while 
straight white men use these features as evidence of the meaning- 
lessness of homosexual encounters, or as signal of their true loy- 
alty to heterosexual normalcy, we queers know that these features 
are the lifeblood of queer difference, to be cherished, preserved, 
and treated with reverence and sincerity. 
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